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AT HOME IN New Zealand



Why New Zealand? That was the question I was asked most often as I prepared to move there from my home in Toronto. The answer is not a simple one. This country calls out to many of us, for a variety of reasons. For me, it was the clean air, scaling back to a smaller city, and enjoying a healthier, more active lifestyle. For others, it’s an escape from the rat race or a safe place to raise their children. Whatever the specific reasons are, people usually move to New Zealand for a lifestyle change.


New Zealand’s first immigrants came from Polynesia. The Maori settled in this cool, southern land they called Aotearoa (The Land of the Long, White Cloud). For centuries they had the place to themselves, until European whalers and sealers arrived and made themselves at home, too. So began the long and tenuous coexistence of New Zealand’s two dominant cultures—British and Maori.


Kiwis, as the New Zealanders call themselves, are generally a very friendly bunch. People here value humility and resourcefulness. When you’re this isolated from the rest of the world, you’ve got to help each other out. That’s what being a Kiwi is all about.


Living in New Zealand has many advantages. The unemployment rate is low, it’s a comparatively safe country to live in, and there is a great attitude toward finding balance in your life. On top of that, the scenery and recreational opportunities are unbeatable! Mountains, beaches, forests, lakes, rivers, glaciers, and even active volcanoes make this a fascinating country to explore.


Urban lifestyles in New Zealand are also more laid-back than in larger countries. With just one city of over a million people, this is not the height of cosmopolitan living, but there are plenty of shops, cafés, theaters, and restaurants in the main centers to keep you busy. You’ll have everything you need, even if you can’t necessarily find everything you want.
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aerial view of Queenstown.
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Maori carving, Lake Rotorua








Moving to New Zealand probably won’t make you a millionaire or propel you up the corporate ladder. Instead, you’ll find yourself eventually slowing down to the rhythms of the South Pacific. It’s a place where one person can still make a difference, and people are willing to give just about anything a try, especially if someone says it can’t be done.


Without a doubt, moving to New Zealand changed my life. It allowed me to go for a hike in the bush without getting into a car first. I stopped having pollution-induced headaches. I paid more attention to when local produce was in season, instead of relying on imports from thousands of miles away. And perhaps most importantly, I fell in love with another immigrant who was looking for the same lifestyle change as I was. By most accounts, my immigration story was a success.


Your story will be different from mine, but with a bit of luck and the right attitude, you can also find your happy ending.
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Cardboard Cathedral in Christchurch







[image: image]

horses on pasture
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3 WHAT I LOVE ABOUT NEW ZEALAND



• Going for a hike in the bush without driving anywhere first


• The tui, a bird that sounds like R2D2


• Skiing on an active volcano


• Having friendly conversations with complete strangers


• Not hearing about “smog warnings”


• Going to the beach on Christmas Day


• Seeing people walk through town in bare feet


• Watching the All Blacks perform a haka before every rugby match


• Sir Edmund Hillary (the first person to climb Mount Everest) is on the $5 note, not a politician.


• People politely asking where I’m from, because they don’t want to insult me by guessing wrong.


• Even though it is a small country with little international influence, its leaders are not afraid to take an unpopular stand on an issue, even if it contradicts their closest allies.


• Every time there’s a warm, sunny day, everyone goes outside, no matter what.


• There are cities where 15 minutes in the car is considered a “long commute.”


• Seeing dolphins or penguins in the harbor now and then


• Stopping at the local dairy for an ice-cream cone after a “tramp” in the woods


• The national animal is a bird that sleeps all day and can’t fly.


• Kids are still allowed to climb the trees in the schoolyard.


• Your boss would find it strange if you didn’t use all four weeks of your vacation time each year.


• It will take me many, many years to try all of the local wines and decide which ones I like best.
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WELCOME TO NEW ZEALAND
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Ask people what they picture when they think of New Zealand and you’ll be surprised by the range of answers: from rugged, snowcapped mountains to rolling green fields full of sheep; from tattooed Maori warriors to Peter Jackson; from a British colony to a South Pacific paradise. New Zealand is a land of contrasts, and a country with a very enviable lifestyle. This diverse land of just 4.5 million people (a little more than half the population of New York City) encompasses a variety of landscapes that you’d be hard-pressed to find in such a small area anywhere else in the world. Mountains and pastures, yes, but also rugged coastline, boiling mud, lush rainforest, and awe-inspiring fjords. Add to that a Pacific culture with a thousand-year history and a modern Western society that boasts two of the top 12 cities in the world for quality of life, according to a 2014 Mercer Human Resources Consulting survey. It’s a land of surprises where cutting-edge technology is developed and widely used, but highway traffic can be stopped in its tracks by a herd of sheep crossing the road.

If you’re open to new experiences, New Zealand will take your breath away. Making the move requires a big leap of faith, but soon you will be able to count yourself among the fortunate few who call this beautiful, tiny nation their home.
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New Zealand is a beautiful country, but moving to the bottom of the world is not for everyone. Perhaps the first thing to take into consideration is the isolation you may feel in New Zealand. If you are close to your family or friends back home, it may be difficult knowing that you will not be able to see them very often. Bear in mind that flying from Auckland to Los Angeles or Vancouver takes about 12 hours, and to get almost anywhere else you will have to take connecting flights from there. On the other hand, if you are looking to get away from everyone and start with a fresh slate, New Zealand is a dream come true!

While New Zealand was colonized by the British and is now a multicultural Western society, its original Pacific culture is still present and highly visible. Unlike many other marginalized indigenous cultures, the Maori are still an integral part of New Zealand society. Maori is an official language in New Zealand, and many common Maori words and phrases have slipped into everyday speech among Kiwis of every race. Maori traditions, art, and culture have maintained a strong influence all over the country (although they are more prominent on the North Island); anyone who plans to live in New Zealand should look to accept and respect this culture.

You will also have to leave behind a lot of the products you may be used to when you move to New Zealand. You won’t find any Gap stores or Krispy Kreme doughnuts once you move (at least not yet), although North American fast food has become a fixture in most cities. If you crave McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, Domino’s, KFC, Subway, or Burger King, you should be in luck, as long as you don’t live in a rural area.

That being said, New Zealand has a lot of advantages to tempt you, such as a healthy economy, high quality of life, and a laid-back and tolerant society. Its relatively small size means it doesn’t take long to get to beaches, parkland, or golf courses from just about anywhere in the country. Outside of Auckland you’re unlikely to spend much time stuck in traffic, and most people have a short drive to work, if they bother to drive at all. It’s a place where neighbors drop by to say hello and civil servants will actually try to help you. You may feel like you’ve stepped back in time, until you video chat with your friends across the world on your smartphone.

So if you think you may be ready to scale back a little and enjoy a smaller, simpler life, you will like what New Zealand has to offer.

The Lay of the Land

New Zealand tends to be pictured in the world’s eyes as a couple of islands just off the coast of Australia. In truth, Australia is more than 1,200 miles away, or a three-hour flight. Almost as far away are the nearest countries of the South Pacific, such as Tonga and Fiji. There is no doubt that New Zealand is geographically isolated from the rest of the world, and the first European settlers must have truly felt like they had arrived at the end of the earth! In today’s global village, communication with the rest of the planet is much easier, but the country remains physically distant from even its closest neighbors.

New Zealand’s two main islands, the creatively named North Island and South Island, cover roughly the same area of land as the United Kingdom, or slightly more than Japan. Stewart Island lies south of South Island. It is small, housing only 400 full-time residents, and is often forgotten even by New Zealanders. The Chatham Islands, several hundred kilometers to the east, also belong to New Zealand. If you truly want to live at the end of the earth, the Chatham Islands will fit the bill nicely.
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New Zealand has enough mountains to provide a lifetime of exploring.



Located toward the top of the North Island is Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city and the only city in the country with more than half a million residents. The Auckland region is home to over 1.4 million people, almost one-third of the national population. The vast majority of new immigrants settle in Auckland because of the work opportunities, which makes it the most ethnically diverse city in the country as well.

The North Island has an active geothermal area in its center. Boiling mud, hot springs, geysers, and active volcanoes are just some of the results of this underground heat. New Zealanders have put this natural source of steam to good use as a power generator. It’s one of the country’s many sources of “clean” electricity, combined with hydroelectric power and wind turbines.

The Hawke’s Bay region on the east side of the North Island is some of the most fertile land in the country; many of New Zealand’s fruit crops are grown in the region, and it’s home to a number of wineries with international reputations. Just north of Hawke’s Bay lies the easternmost city in New Zealand, Gisborne, the first city in the world to greet the new day.

The southern end of the North Island is home to New Zealand’s capital city, Wellington. Wellington is also the main transportation link to the South Island with flights and ferries leaving several times a day.

The northern regions of the South Island are prized agricultural land and home to some of the most successful wineries in the country. The island’s main geographic feature is a string of mountains running almost all of the way down its center. They are known as the Southern Alps and have rugged, picturesque peaks and spectacular glaciers. The South Island also features the only significant plains in the country, in the Canterbury region to the east of the Alps. The far south is home to a small but hardy population who put up with the country’s coldest conditions. Said to be similar in climate to Scotland, the far south attracted Scottish immigrants from the earliest days of European settlement.

Stewart Island is cool, rainy, and often covered in mud. The island is trying to turn itself into a popular holiday destination by attracting ecotourists with promises of unspoiled wilderness and rare wildlife.

COUNTRY DIVISIONS

The main way New Zealanders divide up their country is by island: North Island, South Island, and Stewart Island. But there are official government divisions that break things down further.

The country is divided into regions, run by regional councils. There are 11 regional councils plus 5 unitary authorities (which function as both regional and local governments) in New Zealand. These are more or less the New Zealand equivalent of states or provinces. They are the political boundaries that divide the country into manageable bits. The regional councils (going roughly from north to south) are Northland, Waikato, Bay of Plenty, Hawke’s Bay, Taranaki, Manawatu-Wanganui, Greater Wellington, West Coast, Canterbury, Otago, and Southland. The unitary authorities are Auckland, Gisborne, Tasman, Nelson, and Marlborough.

Regional councils are responsible for a number of local resources, including air and land (such as controlling building permits and zoning). They manage regional coastal areas, rivers, and other freshwater sources, and take responsibility for flood, erosion, and pollution control. They are also in charge of regional transportation planning, including the contracting of public transit services and harbor safety. In the event of a natural disaster, another regional council responsibility is regional civil defense preparation.

Regions are further broken down into local authorities, each with its own local council. There are 12 city councils and 54 district councils representing every part of the country.

National maps rarely show the regions marked as boundaries, instead highlighting natural features and specific towns and cities. It seems Kiwis are not all that interested in regional identities, unless there’s a rugby team involved! This may seem strange to anyone who grew up memorizing his or her state motto, state bird, and state flower, but bear in mind that New Zealand is small, and most of these regions have populations under half a million, with the smallest (West Coast) coming in at just over 30,000 residents.

However, as a potential immigrant you may find these regions useful in helping you to understand the differences between various parts of New Zealand, not to mention knowing where to go if you need to deal with regional government.

GEOLOGY

For such a small country, New Zealand has an awful lot of variety in its natural features. Much of this stems from its placement on the planet. New Zealand is part of the “Pacific Rim of Fire,” and it also sits atop the border between two tectonic plates. These factors both give the islands a very active landscape that keeps local geologists on their toes. From active volcanoes to thousands of (mostly unnoticeable) earthquakes per year, there’s an awful lot happening under your feet here.


A Fishy Tale

According to science, New Zealand split off from the prehistoric supercontinent called Gondwanaland. In Maori legend there is a different story for how this land came to be. It revolves around a demigod named Maui, who liked to cause trouble.

One day, Maui’s two brothers were planning a fishing trip, but they refused to take Maui with them. Not being one to take no for an answer, Maui stowed away on their canoe until they had reached their fishing spot. He then cast his line into the water, using a hook made from his grandmother’s jawbone. With this hook he pulled the entire North Island out of the water, clearly topping any catch his brothers made that day.

The Maori call the North Island “Te Ika a Maui,” which means Maui’s fish. Looking at a map, you can see that the island’s shape does actually resemble a fish, with Wellington at the head. The South Island represents the brothers’ canoe, “Te Waka a Maui,” while Stewart Island is their anchor stone, or punga.



Mountain Ranges

The tallest mountains in New Zealand are part of the Southern Alps mountain range. The range was created when the two tectonic plates that run beneath the island became compressed, forcing one to rise up above the other. This happened about 10 million years ago, so the mountains are quite a lot smaller now than they were at the time. The highest peak of the range is Mount Cook/Aoraki at 12,342 feet.

The mountains on the North Island are not as impressive as the Southern Alps, but they still dominate many areas. There are a number of smaller ranges, beginning at the south end of the island with the fairly tame Rimutaka Mountains. Then heading north, the next range is the Tararuas, then the Ruahines. All of these mountains were created by the movement of tectonic plates millions of years ago, and you can see that they follow more or less a straight line from southwest to northeast, all the way from the bottom of the Southern Alps to the top of the Ruahine Mountains.

Volcanoes and Geothermal Areas

There are a number of impressive mountains on the North Island that don’t belong to any of the ranges I’ve mentioned. These mountains are volcanoes, some extinct and others still steaming away. The four highest peaks on the North Island are all volcanic, including the iconic trio of Mount Ruapehu, Mount Ngauruhoe, and Mount Tongariro in the center of the North Island. Out toward the west, Mount Taranaki stands alone. The area around Auckland is home to a large number of extinct volcanoes, creating great recreational opportunities in areas like the Waitakere Ranges. While some of these volcanoes could erupt in the near future, there is little risk to life and limb. The government keeps close tabs on any peak that seems a bit too active, and the 1995 and 1996 eruptions on Mount Ruapehu took place with no injuries or deaths. In 2007, a lahar (which is when the crater lake overflows) injured a man camping close to the crater of Mount Ruapehu.

All of the steamy underground activity that causes volcanoes makes the center of the North Island a real “hot spot” for geothermal activity. Hot springs, steaming vents, and geysers show evidence of a lot of heat below the surface. Some of that heat gets put to use for power generation in the area near Taupo.

Fault Lines

Earthquakes are very common in New Zealand, so don’t be alarmed if you feel something moving beneath your feet. Instruments record somewhere between 10,000 and 15,000 earthquakes in New Zealand every year, but only 100 or so are strong enough to be noticed by nearby populations. Unfortunately, two destructive quakes hit the city of Christchurch in late 2010 and early 2011 (measuring 7.1 and 6.3 on the Richter scale, respectively). The second was responsible for 180 deaths and toppled the spire of Christchurch’s famous cathedral. This has led officials to look again at the already stringent building standards in New Zealand to prevent any similar loss of life in the future.

There are many fault lines in different parts of the country, but the largest is the Alpine fault that runs along the Southern Alps—in fact, the fault created them. This boundary between two tectonic plates has the potential to create a very large earthquake and has done so four times in the last 900 years. Luckily, with the fault line lying along the sparsely populated mountain range, even a large quake wouldn’t be likely to cause a major disaster.
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New Zealand’s weather can change quickly, especially in the mountains.



The other danger associated with earthquakes is a tsunami, or tidal wave. Warning systems are in place for coastal cities around New Zealand in case an offshore earthquake triggers a large wave.


WEATHER


Parts of New Zealand boast that they can offer “four seasons in one day.” That may sound a little daunting, but for the most part New Zealand weather is temperate and influenced mainly by the ocean air currents and the mountains.

It’s important to remember that New Zealand is in the Southern Hemisphere. This means that its seasons are opposite those in the United States. Spring goes from September to November, summer from December to February, autumn from March to May and winter from June to August. Being in the southern hemisphere also means that the warmest areas of the country are in the north and the coldest areas are in the south. The seasonal differences have more to do with temperature than rainfall, as New Zealand doesn’t really have dry or wet seasons like more tropical countries do.

North Island

The far north of the country has a subtropical climate. Summer days tend to hover in the high 70s to low 80s, and even over the winter the temperatures are generally pretty comfortable. The region gets lots of sunshine and is a favorite vacation spot. The rest of the North Island is more moderate, with average temperatures only varying by about 15°F between the warmest and coldest months. Snow is only common in the mountains over the winter, and in summer it’s rare to see the temperature top 85°F.

South Island

The top of the South Island gets the most sunshine of any region in the country, with an annual average of over 2,300 hours. Again, the temperatures are moderate and snow is very rare.

The west coast of the South Island is affectionately known as the “wet coast,” as the prevailing winds from the west blow clouds into the Southern Alps mountain range, causing them to dump their moisture on coastal inhabitants. This makes the areas to the east of the mountains, such as the Canterbury Plains, some of the driest land in the country. The mountains themselves have extremely changeable weather; overzealous hikers are often caught unprepared in sudden cold snaps or unseasonable snow.

As you head south the weather does grow colder. Frost and snow are common in the Otago and Southland regions over the winter, and the area around Queenstown gets some of the best skiing and snowboarding conditions in the southern hemisphere. Overnight temperatures often dip below freezing even in coastal cities like Christchurch and Dunedin. In summer the south is generally mild and occasionally hot, but not often humid and sticky.

Stewart Island

Overall, the climate on Stewart Island is not that different from other parts of the country. What sets it apart is the fact that it can be very unpredictable. Being a small island, any change in wind direction can bring in a different weather system almost instantly. So while you can expect comfortable summer days in the 60s and 70s and cool winter days in the 40s or 50s, you have to be ready for any weather at any time.

As you can see, it’s important to be prepared for anything when you plan a day out in New Zealand. While the average conditions are easy to handle, things can change quickly with a shift in wind direction, and you may just get to experience those four seasons in one day, ready or not!


A Fruit by Any Other Name

Kiwifruit has become as much a symbol of New Zealand as the bird for which it is named. So it may come as a surprise to learn that this healthy green fruit is not actually native to New Zealand.

Early Chinese immigrants brought with them the Chinese gooseberry, a plant that bore green fruit a bit larger than a grape. The plants grew well in New Zealand, and some farmers began selectively breeding them to produce larger fruits. Eventually the crops were producing enough to consider exporting some to other countries. In a moment of marketing genius, the growers renamed them kiwifruit, because their fuzzy brown skins looked like New Zealand’s famous national bird.
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Kiwifruit evolved from the Chinese gooseberry.



The fruits became a worldwide success thanks to their convenient size, delicious flavor, and high levels of vitamin C. In fact, a kiwifruit contains about 150 percent of the vitamin C in an orange.



FLORA AND FAUNA

Native

Back before humans showed up in New Zealand, the islands were isolated from contact with any other landmass for millions of years. This gave the native wildlife time to develop in some unique ways. New Zealand has only one kind of native mammal, a bat. On the other hand, there was once a huge variety of bird species thriving in the predator-free country, many of them having evolved into flightless birds because they had no need to fly away from attackers. This left them defenseless once the predators arrived.

When the first Maori settlers arrived and introduced animals from other Pacific Islands, many of the native species began to disappear, hunted into extinction by either human or beast. The arrival of European immigrants made the situation even worse. They brought their pets with them, not to mention farm animals like sheep and cows, as well as game animals to hunt. Today the native species continue to struggle against introduced pests such as the possum (originally brought over to farm for fur), the rabbit, and the rat. In fact, the possum population has gotten so out of hand that they actually outnumber sheep. The government has declared war on these fuzzy, unwanted immigrants, using specially targeted poisons in forests with large possum populations.

Some of the unique New Zealand species that have managed to survive the onslaught (so far) include the flightless brown kiwi, which has become the national symbol; the world’s largest parrot, called the kakapo; and the world’s heaviest insect, the weta. New Zealand remains a great location for whale-watching, and its waters are also home to orcas (killer whales), several kinds of dolphins, fur seals, sea lions, and the adorable little blue penguin.

Another icon of New Zealand wildlife is the paua. Paua is a kind of abalone found in New Zealand, and the seaweed and algae on which it feeds give it a vibrant blue and green mother-of-pearl shell. The shells were traditionally used by the Maori to decorate wood carvings, but now they are popular for making jewelry and are sometimes referred to as “sea opals.” The meat of the paua is prized as well and often made into fritters.

The native flora of New Zealand has also taken a beating since humans arrived. The Maori burned native bush to help them hunt the large (and now extinct) flightless bird called the moa. Europeans cleared huge areas to create pastures for their farm animals. Native trees like kauri and rimu were harvested extensively for building materials and furniture.
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The takahe is an endangered native bird, once thought extinct.



Despite all of that, there are still many areas of lush, green parkland in New Zealand. Cabbage trees and tree ferns such as the ponga have become as emblematic of the country as the kiwi itself. Ferns can be found just about everywhere, with over 160 species native to New Zealand. Over one-third of the country is now protected as national parks or forest parks. The Department of Conservation oversees the use of these areas, so any logging or clearing has to be specifically approved.


Sheep, More Sheep, and Cows

People all over the world are aware that New Zealand’s economy has long centered on sheep, whether from it’s woolly sweaters or legs of lamb. The early settlers from Britain brought sheep to their new home, for food and clothing. To say that the population took off would be quite an understatement. Conservative estimates put New Zealand’s sheep population around 40 million: That’s about 10 sheep for every person in the country. Historically, the proportions were even more impressive. Back in 1966 there were more than 21 sheep for every person in New Zealand.

Thanks to the profitability of dairy farming in recent years, cows are now having their own population explosion. In late 2010, the number of dairy cows in New Zealand had surpassed the number of people, reaching 4.4 million.
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Cows in New Zealand are usually pasture raised, or in this case beach raised!





The government takes protection of the country’s ecosystem very seriously. It has strict biosecurity measures aimed at preventing new species of just about anything from entering the country and posing a threat to the native wildlife. This applies to plants, and fines are routinely issued to people who try to enter the country with something as seemingly innocent as a piece of fruit or a sandwich. So remember not to pack too many snacks when you fly into New Zealand.

Imported

New Zealand’s relatively small population of native animals allowed imported species to thrive. Unfortunately this has turned many of them into pests, threatening the native species and even destroying forests and farmland. The biggest threat to forests is the possum, whose numbers are estimated to be 30 million. They can strip trees of their leaves, leaving birds with no food or shelter. Rabbits wreak havoc on farms, getting into the crops. Deer were once found in the forests all over the country, destroying the habitat of native birds. An extensive culling operation has brought their numbers down, but hunters are still encouraged to go looking for deer in the woods.

Some introduced species are not so despised. Sheep and cows were for many years the backbone of the New Zealand economy, and they still play a large role. Exports of wool, lamb, and dairy products are some of the country’s biggest industries.

One thing the Kiwis have managed to keep out of the country is snakes. While Australia is home to some of the deadliest varieties in the world, New Zealand is happily snake-free. The deadly species of spiders found in Australia have also been successfully prevented from crossing the Tasman Sea.

Imported plant species have been controversial in New Zealand since the first settlers arrived. The first imported plants were brought over by the Maori, who introduced kumara (sweet potato) to the islands. But the Europeans didn’t just bring food crops with them. They also planted large areas of pine forest so they could harvest the lumber. This is still the main source of New Zealand’s timber industry, especially since many of the native trees are slower-growing and have been seriously depleted.

The Europeans also brought over ornamental plants to set up traditional English gardens in their new home. Some of these plants have spread into the wild and become real pests. One of the most noticeable is gorse, a thorny shrub with yellow flowers. This prickly invader has taken over entire hillsides and pushed aside native growth.

Social Climate

New Zealanders are generally a good-natured bunch. They enjoy a climate of social tolerance and political stability, but they also enjoy a good debate and love to complain about their elected leaders as much as the rest of us.

New Zealand is a decidedly classless society for the most part. Anyone who puts on airs of superiority is quickly brought down to earth, and even the most powerful members of society are pretty accessible. This is not to say that everyone has the same lifestyle. There are very rich Kiwis and very poor Kiwis, but the vast majority have a comfortable, modest lifestyle. In some areas you may manage to find a bit of snobbery where things like which school you attended matter. Overall these leftover attitudes from the British old boys’ club are ignored or actively discouraged. To gain respect in New Zealand you have to be someone who has worked hard and overcome the odds to succeed.

While fiercely proud of their country, Kiwis still suffer from a kind of inferiority complex. They are somewhat overwhelmed by the big guys “across the ditch” in Australia. Their self-image is one of the underdogs, the little guys struggling to prove their worth to both themselves and the world at large. Kiwis love a local success story, but sadly, they tend to only celebrate their own heroes once their achievements have been recognized outside of New Zealand. When a Kiwi does accomplish something that garners international attention, the whole country takes ownership of that achievement, whether it’s the All Blacks winning the rugby World Cup or director Peter Jackson winning an Oscar.

When it comes to internal affairs, there is continuing conflict between government and Maori leaders over land, resources, and other details of the original treaties drawn up when the British colonized the country. These conflicts are generally political in nature, and although they may involve public protest, they almost never lead to any kind of violence. In fact, New Zealanders love a good protest. Farmers will march on parliament to protest trade restrictions, parents will protest the closure of a school, and if anything appears to threaten the cherished landscape or protected areas, there will be protests galore! Again, these tend not to escalate into violence; as often as not the two sides will end up drinking in the same pub later that evening.

To the average American, the politics in New Zealand will lean further to the left than you may be used to. It was one of the first countries in the world to come up with a pension plan for seniors and has many other government-funded social programs. The main areas of political debate are taxation, education, and health care, so you will probably feel at home hearing leaders argue those issues.

You may also find social attitudes in New Zealand more liberal on average than in the United States. When it comes to their attitude toward homosexuals, Kiwis, like many other nationalities, have a wide range of views. These views were widely debated in 2005 as the government introduced “civil unions,” which gave gay or lesbian couples a way to register their relationships to receive some of the same benefits as marriage in New Zealand, and again in 2013 when same-sex marriage was legalized. For the most part there is a very live-and-let-live attitude toward gays and lesbians, with the loudest dissent coming from the Christian right and some rural communities. A gay Kiwi actor or politician is unlikely to make headlines because of his or her sexuality, and being openly gay or lesbian does not necessarily close doors professionally in New Zealand.

Despite their isolation, Kiwis consider themselves good global citizens. The country is committed to participating in worldwide efforts to address global warming. New Zealand also sends troops to join UN peacekeeping forces. It currently has soldiers deployed in Africa, the Middle East, the Solomon Islands, South Korea, and Afghanistan, among other locations. Kiwis love to travel, and many of them decide to live in another country for at least a little while—they call it OE (overseas experience). Many go to Australia, where they can live and work without a visa, and a good number of others move to the United Kingdom, especially London. So while they are from a small country, the people of New Zealand generally have a good understanding of the larger world in which they live.

Kiwis have a healthy sense of humor when it comes to their country and their culture, although they take more kindly to self-mocking than they do to being mocked by outsiders. They are quick to have a go at their stereotypes, and like the British they prefer a dry, sarcastic, and slightly over-the-top brand of humor. Their favorite target is their closest neighbor, the Australians, with the British (or “Pommies”) coming in a close second. Americans may also take a bit of good-natured ribbing for being a “Yank.” It’s just the local way of bringing you down to earth, so don’t take it personally.

NEW ZEALAND AND FOREIGNERS

A couple of generations ago the population of New Zealand was overwhelmingly of European (mostly British) descent. Otherwise, only the Maori minority and a handful of immigrants from other islands of the South Pacific were to be found.

In the last few decades, the face of New Zealand has changed significantly. The population, particularly in major cities, has become diverse and multicultural. Immigration from India, the Philippines, China, South Africa, Korea, and other countries has helped to balance out the number of Kiwis who leave their own shores to seek their fortunes in the United Kingdom or Australia.


New Zealand Public Holidays and Anniversary Dates

There are a number of public holidays in New Zealand when most people are not expected to work, and schools and most businesses are closed. Some fall on specific dates, while others vary slightly from year to year. Here are the major public holidays:

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS


  
    
      	Holiday
      	Date
      

    
      	New Year’s Day
      	January 1
      

    
      	Day after New Year’s
      	January 2
      

    
      	Waitangi Day
      	February 6 (marking the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi)
      

    
      	Good Friday
      	The Friday before Easter (late March or early April)
      

    
      	Easter Monday
      	The Monday after Easter (late March or early April)
      

    
      	ANZAC Day
      	April 25 (a national day of remembrance for war veterans)
      

    
      	Queen’s Birthday
      	The Monday after the first weekend in June
      

    
      	Labour Day
      	The last Monday in October
      

    
      	Christmas Day
      	December 25
      

    
      	Boxing Day
      	December 26
      

  



REGIONAL ANNIVERSARY DAYS

In addition to these 10 national holidays, each region has an Anniversary Day. These are usually on a Monday or Friday to create a long weekend. Most calendars sold in New Zealand will have these days marked on them.

Some restaurants that remain open on public holidays charge an extra 15 percent on top of their normal prices to help them cover the additional cost of paying their staff holiday rates. Many restaurants simply don’t open on holidays.


  
    
      	Anniversary Day
      	Date
      

    
      	Southland
      	mid-January
      

    
      	Wellington
      	late January
      

    
      	Auckland
      	late January
      

    
      	Nelson
      	early February
      

    
      	Taranaki
      	mid-March
      

    
      	Otago
      	late March
      

    
      	Canterbury (South)
      	late September
      

    
      	Hawke’s Bay
      	late October (Friday before Labour Day)
      

    
      	Marlborough
      	late October/early November
      

    
      	Canterbury
      	mid-November
      

    
      	Westland
      	early December
      

    
      	Chatham Islands
      	early December
      

  





The good news for you is that New Zealand is actively looking for immigrants. If you possess the skills and experience to be a productive member of society, you are more than welcome. In fact, the government has even started a New Zealand Now website and Facebook page to encourage more Americans to apply for visas! (Find contact details in the Resources section.) Due to the relatively low rate of unemployment in New Zealand, there is not a lot of resentment toward immigrants who find good jobs. The locals are generally curious about other cultures, and you’re likely to be welcomed into the community warmly and enthusiastically. Kiwis are keen to show newcomers what living in New Zealand is all about.

Immigrants to New Zealand are not faced with a “melting pot” where they are expected to immediately blend in and take on all of the typical Kiwi characteristics. The country’s diverse immigrant groups are encouraged to hold on to their own traditions and incorporate those into their new lives. While everyone is expected to learn English and abide by the laws and morals of New Zealand, there is plenty of room for different backgrounds and ideas.


LIFESTYLE


New Zealand offers a lifestyle that is generally more relaxed and balanced than life in big American or European cities. Outside of Auckland, long commutes to work are unusual and traffic gridlock is practically unheard of. People have leisure time to spend with their families, and neighbors actually get to know each other.

While the urgency of American life may seem to be missing, New Zealanders get things done their own way—with quiet determination and a steely commitment to do whatever it takes. They call it “mucking in,” and it’s as much a part of New Zealand life as beer and rugby. You’ll rarely hear the phrase “that’s not my job,” as people here are not hung up on those details. Instead they will focus their efforts wherever they are needed most and get on with it. This attitude applies both in the working world and in the community, where people often fix their own homes and take on other community projects.

As with other Western countries, people in New Zealand are marrying later and having fewer children than they have in the past. At the same time the number of single-parent families is increasing, as is the number of unmarried couples living together. The number of married couples without dependent children is also on the rise, mostly due to baby boomers whose kids have grown up and moved out.

Kiwis take full advantage of the natural features of their country. They have a very high rate of participation in a range of outdoor activities including hiking (which they call tramping), mountain biking, skiing/snowboarding, boating, surfing, and gardening. Team sports like rugby, cricket, and netball are also popular at a grassroots level. You won’t find many couch potatoes in New Zealand.

Even in the big cities, the great outdoors are easy to access. Auckland is practically surrounded by water and boasts one of the highest rates of boat ownership in the world. It’s easy to see why they call it “The City of Sails.” Sailing is popular all over the country, from the local hobbyist to the Olympic level. Auckland played host to the 2000 America’s Cup yacht races, taking its place among the sailing capitals of the world.

While people in New Zealand may be laid-back in their daily lives, they have also garnered a reputation for going to extremes when it comes to entertaining themselves. It is the birthplace of bungee jumping, with a variety of jumps now available all over the country. New Zealand is also a hot spot for other extreme activities like jet-boating, skydiving, and white-water rafting. The latest invention for the thrill-seeker is “Zorbing.” A Zorb is a huge, bouncy plastic ball that you can crawl inside of and roll your way down a hill, becoming totally disoriented. Kiwis may seem to have gone a bit over the top with this stuff, but remember it was a New Zealander, Sir Edmund Hillary, who first made it to the summit of Mount Everest with Sherpa Tenzing Norgay back in 1953. Hillary is New Zealand’s idea of a national hero, someone who sees a goal that others consider impossible and goes for it anyway—a true trailblazer!

Surfing, snowboarding, skateboarding, and mountain biking may not be considered extreme by comparison, but they are all popular among New Zealand’s youth. Even the grown-ups are reluctant to stop participating in the sports they grew up with, so don’t be surprised if some of the surfers you see are sporting a few gray hairs!

When it’s time to sit back and relax, the average Kiwi will head to the local pub. Once almost exclusively the territory of men, particularly in rural areas, pubs now welcome women, although they may still be outnumbered. In the not-so-good old days pubs used to close at 6pm, causing a dangerous bout of binge drinking after work. The early closing laws have been abolished, but the problem of binge drinking remains one of New Zealand’s biggest social challenges. Drinking and driving is also a problem, particularly in smaller towns and cities where there is no reliable public transportation late at night.

Buying alcohol outside of pubs and bars is also quite easy. Even your local movie theater can provide you with your favorite drink to enjoy during the film, although the combination of wine and popcorn may take some getting used to! Shops and supermarkets are able to sell wine, beer, and sometimes premixed drinks. So if you run out of beer in the middle of the big game, you only have to pop over to the corner store, or “dairy,” to restock. For spirits and a larger selection of wines, you will need to head to a “bottle shop” (liquor store). If you’re eating out, it may be worthwhile to check if the restaurant is “BYO”; if it is, you can bring your own bottle of wine and for a small corkage fee they will serve it to you there. You can save a few dollars compared with buying wine from the restaurant, and you’ll be able to choose any bottle that you like. The legal age to purchase alcohol in New Zealand is 18, but parents and legal guardians are permitted to provide alcohol to minors under their care.

If the phrase “New Zealand cuisine” doesn’t bring anything to mind, that’s not surprising. The country is not known for its culinary style. The Maori stayed well fed historically by hunting birds for meat, fishing, and eating kumara. When the British came, they brought their own brand of bland, meat-and-potatoes cooking with them. Until very recently, the staples of the Kiwi diet were meat pies (just called pies here), fish-and-chips, and of course lamb. With the influx of immigrants from other cultures, there is now more to choose from at the supermarket. Indian and Asian ingredients are easy to find in the major cities, and ethnic and fusion restaurants serve up some distinctive dishes. A wide range of imported fruits is now available in stores, although they can be expensive. Locally grown fruits and vegetables are of excellent quality, but you’ll have to pay attention to what is in season at which time of year.

New Zealand’s strong dairy industry means that fresh milk, cheese, yogurt, and ice cream are widely available and of excellent quality. You won’t find a lot of imported cheese, but you will be able to find the domestic version of all the most popular overseas varieties including cheddar, mozzarella, brie, blue, feta, edam, and Colby jack. Ice cream is popular all year long, and domestic brands like Tip Top and Kapiti are sold alongside international names such as Mövenpick and Cadbury.

So what will life be like for you in New Zealand? That answer is as individual as you are. Whether you’re off to become a banker in Auckland, a student in Southland, or a farmer in Marlborough, there is a good chance you can find a lifestyle that suits you. Hopefully, as you make your way through this book, you will be able to form a clearer picture of what lies ahead once you make the move Down Under. There’s no doubt that any move of this size will be a shock to your system, but it may be just the shock you’ve been looking for. It’s a small country with a big heart, so open yourself up to a new world and a new life in New Zealand.
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If you don’t know much about the history of New Zealand, you aren’t alone. This is a small country that has, for the most part, been quietly going about its business for the last century and a half, attracting little interest from the outside world. Prior to colonization, there was even less happening. New Zealand’s story is mostly about the here and now. It’s about leaving behind its European roots and forging something unique and new.


What has emerged is a nation where those old ties to Britain are evident, but they have been adapted to suit this very different country. While other colonized countries have marginalized or even wiped out their indigenous populations, New Zealand’s Maori continue to be partners in the management of this land and its people. New Zealand’s story is one of struggle and compromise, resulting in a proud, independent nation with a growing economy.


Comparisons to the United Kingdom and Australia are unavoidable, but New Zealand certainly has a history and a national identity of its own. Being so geographically isolated has resulted in a very independent spirit and weakened some of the links that bind it to other nations. New Zealanders are not afraid to go their own way, with their own values, politics, and lifestyle based on their cumulative experience of living in this unique corner of the planet.
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History


New Zealand spent millions of years isolated from other landmasses, with no human habitation at all. The first humans to arrive did so about a thousand years ago, on voyages of exploration from other islands of the South Pacific. The Maori eventually settled on the islands and had them all to themselves for several hundred years, until European explorers like James Cook and Abel Tasman started poking around to see if there was anything of interest to their homelands on these remote shores. While neighboring Australia was first colonized to house convicted criminals, New Zealand’s first European settlers were there by choice. They were a long way from home, and their pioneering spirit can still be felt today.


PRE-EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT


There is some disagreement about who first made New Zealand their home and when. For many years, a group of Pacific Islanders called the Moriori were officially the first human residents. Now there are various theories around, but in any case it was travelers from the South Pacific who first settled the country. Their most likely departure points were the Cook Islands, according to some, or the Marquesas Islands, according to others. The Maori claim a place called Hawaiki as their homeland, but it cannot be pinpointed on a map. Some theorize that this homeland is a Hawaiian island, due to the similarity in names and the languages spoken by Maori and Hawaiians.


The first Maori to visit New Zealand, according to legend, was an explorer named Kupe. He is thought to have landed on the shores of Northland and made his way to several parts of the country before going home to tell others about this promising new land. However, several generations passed before anyone migrated to New Zealand.


The mass migration of Maori to New Zealand goes back roughly 700 years. There were fleets of traveling canoes, called waka hourua, which made the journey to New Zealand carrying Maori settlers. Many of today’s Maori can still trace their ancestry to the canoe that brought them here. They named their new home Aotearoa, which means “the land of the long, white cloud.” It is a name that endures.


The various iwi (tribes) settled on both islands. They survived by fishing, growing vegetables, and hunting local birds, many of which were flightless and quite easy to catch. There were land skirmishes between different iwi, and no one group dominated. Like other residents of the South Pacific, Maori had a warrior culture. They displayed courage in the face of the enemy and protected their people and their land with ferocity and dedication. They built fortified buildings called pa, which were surrounded by fences and trenches, making them easier to defend. These were often situated on hilltops, so the enemy could be seen approaching from far away.


Despite the competition for the best land and water, the Maori did very well in their new home. By 1800, their population had reached around 100,000. They had faced no interference from the outside world for hundreds of years.



CULTURE CLASH: EUROPEANS AND MAORI



Abel Tasman was the first European to set eyes on New Zealand in 1642, but after three of his crew were killed by Maori, he took the hint and left. It was James Cook’s circumnavigation of the islands in 1769 that literally put New Zealand on the map for Europeans. Though a few incidents transpired wherein several Maori were killed by gunshot, relations between Cook’s crew and coastal Maori eventually warmed and trading began. There was still a lot of caution in the air, but no outright attacks. Those tentative first encounters led to early settlement some years later, mostly by whalers, sealers, and missionaries. It was the missionaries who began to learn the Maori language and create a writing system for what had been a strictly oral culture up to that point.


The migration from Britain to New Zealand started off slowly, and by 1839 there were only about 2,000 Europeans living there. European missionaries were having some success in converting Maori to their religion. But overall, the European influence was minimal at this stage. It was not until the British government decided to create an official colony in New Zealand in 1840 that things started to heat up.


Queen Victoria ruled over the impressive British empire at the time and wanted to ensure that her subjects could confidently settle in New Zealand and make use of its resources. The queen dispatched a lieutenant governor, Captain William Hobson, to the country in order to draw up an agreement with the chiefs of the Maori tribes that would allow the British to govern New Zealand. This agreement has shaped the politics of New Zealand ever since that time, and the controversy surrounding it is always high on the political agenda.


The Treaty of Waitangi and the Land Wars


The Treaty of Waitangi is named for the small town in Northland where it was first signed by the queen’s representatives and a few local chiefs. Later, copies of the treaty were widely circulated around the country so that chiefs from all regions could be urged to sign. It was eventually signed by over 500 Maori leaders.


Why is the Treaty of Waitangi so controversial? It has a lot to do with the language barrier. In an effort to ensure that the chiefs from the various iwi understood what they were signing, the treaty was translated into Maori, and then the Maori version was translated back into English. The two latter versions were used, so that in theory they were as close as possible to literal translations of each other. Over time, however, the Maori version has been shown to have small but significant differences in meaning from the English version.


One of the main points of contention is a phrase in English that promises the Maori continued possession of their lands. The Maori translation, tino rangatiratanga, suggests something closer to unlimited authority over their lands. So the Maori chiefs assumed they would still be able to govern in their own country with the British offering protection, while in reality the British were claiming sovereignty over the land.


The problems didn’t take long to begin. In 1844, Hone Heke, a chief who had signed the treaty, repeatedly cut down the flagpole the British had erected in the town of Russell. In an effort to centralize power, a number of iwi joined forces under one “king” in 1858. They saw this as having a local leader to complement the faraway British ruler, but the British saw it as a rebellion against their authority.


By 1860, skirmishes and disagreements over landownership broke out into wars. The Maori were fierce in protecting their homes, but over the course of five years they were gradually worn down by the sheer numbers of British soldiers, who were also better armed. After the wars, the fair land purchase principles laid out in the Treaty of Waitangi were pretty much ignored and land was taken from the Maori without compensation. Legal battles over some of this land continue even today.


FORMING AN IDENTITY


Thanks mostly to the efforts of the New Zealand Company’s campaign to encourage immigration, the population of British settlers in New Zealand grew to around 28,000 by 1852. These people were promised free land and assistance with the cost of the long voyage.


Around 1860, another important event changed the face of the country: Gold was discovered on the South Island’s west coast. There was an instant influx of immigrants hoping to cash in on the gold rush. This brought more British settlers over, as well as New Zealand’s first Chinese immigrants.
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Europeans built new settlements when gold was discovered on the South Island.





New Zealanders were fast becoming a strong, independent people with their own sense of right and wrong. Many were more than happy to have escaped the entrenched class system in the Old World and proud of what they were able to achieve by abandoning the industrial revolution and getting back to basics.


In 1893, New Zealand did something considered unthinkable at the time. It became the first country in the world to give women the right to vote. Kate Sheppard led its suffrage movement, tirelessly fighting for temperance and women’s rights. She presented parliament with a petition signed by 32,000 New Zealanders, demanding that women be granted the vote. Sheppard has now been immortalized on New Zealand’s $10 bill.




On Top of the World


Sir Edmund Hillary has been called a lot of things: a hero, the greatest modern explorer, a humanitarian—but to Kiwis he is simply Sir Ed.


Hillary grew up in a small town outside of Auckland, terribly shy and not very good at sports. But after discovering a love of mountaineering in his teens, he set his sights high—as high as you can go! In his early 30s, he finally joined a British team on an expedition to Mount Everest with the hopes of reaching the elusive summit. Others had tried, but nobody had yet conquered the world’s highest peak.


When Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay set foot on the summit in 1953, they became instant celebrities. It had been over 40 years since humans first reached the South Pole, and Everest was considered that last great, unreachable place on Earth. Hillary informed the rest of the party of his achievement with a typical Kiwi lack of ceremony: “Well, we knocked the bastard off.”


Shortly after, Edmund became Sir Edmund and a hero was born. While some would be content to ride on an achievement of that size, Hillary wasn’t ready to settle down yet. In 1958 he went to Antarctica and traveled to the South Pole. He also returned to the Himalayas for another half dozen ascents on various mountains.


But perhaps what most made Hillary a real hero was his tireless effort to improve the lives of the Nepalese. Following his victory on Everest, Sir Ed set up a trust that has helped to build schools, hospitals, and medical clinics in Nepal. It has also funded two new airstrips that have made it easier to move supplies high into the mountains. Even well into his 80s, Hillary flew to Nepal on a regular basis to oversee projects the trust had undertaken.


Sir Ed was the epitome of a Kiwi kind of hero. He shied away from the spotlight, unless his fame could help a good cause. He was most proud of his accomplishments in charity work, not his moment on top of the world on Everest or at the bottom of the world at the South Pole. He was humble, committed, and hardworking. Sir Ed passed away in January 2008. His death was mourned by the entire nation, but his iconic status is not diminished by his absence.





While forging their own identity, New Zealanders remained loyal to their British heritage and fought alongside their Commonwealth colleagues in both World Wars. They combined with the Australian armed forces to become known worldwide as the ANZACs (Australia New Zealand Army Corps). Every year in New Zealand, February 25 is celebrated as ANZAC Day, a memorial to the troops much like Veteran’s Day in the United States. The date was chosen to commemorate the beginning of the tragic landing of ANZAC troops in Gallipoli during the First World War. Terrible losses were sustained in that battle, including 2,721 New Zealanders and 8,500 Australians.


By the end of the Second World War, Kiwis were feeling proud and optimistic. They followed the news with pride swelling in their hearts as one of their own compatriots, Edmund Hillary, became the first climber to stand atop Mount Everest in 1953, with Tenzing Norgay. At that moment, a national hero was born, the beacon to which all New Zealanders have since been compared. Sir Ed, as he became affectionately known, had a huge influence on the country after his victory over Everest. He was a key player in New Zealand’s ongoing role in Antarctica and promoted sports for children around the country. Sir Ed passed away in 2008 but remains an iconic Kiwi hero.



NEW ZEALAND TODAY



New Zealand is still a very small country, as far as the rest of the world is concerned. But New Zealanders have never let that stand in the way of having their own beliefs and their own way of doing things. The Kiwis have shown on numerous occasions that they’re not afraid to stand up to the big guys.


This was never clearer than in the 1980s, when this small country was making all kinds of large noises. It began with the South African rugby team, The Springboks, coming to play on a tour against New Zealand’s All Blacks. With opposition to South Africa’s apartheid system growing, the controversial move of bringing its team to New Zealand ignited protests all around the country. Everywhere, Kiwis were making it known that the South Africans were not welcome.


There was only so much New Zealand could do to affect the internal politics of South Africa, but another issue loomed worldwide during the 1980s thanks to the tensions of the Cold War. The nuclear arms race was in full swing, and nuclear power generation was also becoming commonplace in many countries. For many Kiwis, the thought of bringing that level of risk to their shores was unacceptable. In 1984, the government instituted an antinuclear policy that remains in place to this day. No nuclear power, weapons, or vessels are allowed within New Zealand or its territorial waters. It was a bold move at the time, but it helped to define New Zealand as an independent nation that would not be cowed.


New Zealand and United States Relations


One of the immediate results of the antinuclear policy was a strain in relations between New Zealand and the United States, which wanted to be able to shelter nuclear submarines in New Zealand. Official relations were very cold between the two countries for a number of years. Some have suggested backing down on the policy to pave the way for a free trade agreement between the two nations, while others believe the issue is long forgotten by the U.S. government.


Generally speaking, Americans are welcomed in New Zealand and treated with respect. But as you have probably figured out by now, the Kiwis are a vocal and opinionated bunch. Once they find out where you’re from, you’re likely to hear everyone’s opinion about U.S. politics, foreign policy, and any number of other issues. Bear in mind that this isn’t directed at you, people are just sharing their point of view.


Official relations between New Zealand and the United States have improved lately, including high-level meetings between leaders and foreign ministers.




Rainbow Wars


New Zealand is generally regarded as a safe and peaceful place to live, and the country hasn’t seen armed warfare on its shores since the Maori land wars of the 19th century. But there is one bloody stain on New Zealand’s shoreline, which created international friction for many years.


New Zealand’s official stance against nuclear weapons and power put it at odds with several nations during the Cold War, including the United States and France, who were both proud of their nuclear arsenals. In 1985, the French government was about to carry out some nuclear testing in the South Pacific. The Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior was planning to sail out to the testing area to disrupt the tests. Prior to its voyage, the Greenpeace ship was docked in Auckland.


Late on the night of July 10, 1985, when the crew members were supposedly all ashore, two bombs exploded on the hull of the ship. It quickly sank, and the one crew member who had been onboard, a photographer named Fernando Pereira, drowned. Two French secret service agents were arrested a few days later, accused of bombing the ship.


The French government originally denied any involvement in the attack, but eventually the truth was uncovered. France’s defense minister had ordered the attack to prevent any disruption to the planned nuclear testing and had planned for the ship to be unoccupied at the time of the bombing. The death of the photographer was an unfortunate accident.


France’s reluctance to take responsibility for the attack, and the fact that it had been carried out on New Zealand soil, strained relations between the two countries for many years. In 2005, as the incident’s 20-year anniversary approached, the French government officially apologized for the bombing.


To this day, the Rainbow Warrior has a special place in New Zealanders’ collective conscious. Greenpeace is very active in the country, and Kiwis still take it very personally that another country’s government had so little respect for them.





Government


If you’re used to dealing with an essentially two-party system, the government in New Zealand can be a bit dizzying. Trying to sort out the coalitions, the “minor parties,” and the seemingly endless time it takes to accomplish anything in parliament, makes it a bit tempting to ignore the whole thing. However, understanding the government is an important step in deciding to immigrate to a new country. If you can’t trust the leaders or don’t believe that the system is fair, you might think twice about choosing to live in such a place.


Queen Elizabeth II is officially the head of state in New Zealand, but that is not terribly relevant to the daily lives of the country’s residents or even its politicians. The relationship is strictly arm’s length, and the system of government is democratic and representative.


MAJOR POLITICAL PARTIES


At the time of writing, the ruling political party in New Zealand is the National Party, a slightly right-of-center party led by Prime Minister John Key. It has been in power since 2008. The party tries to balance being business-friendly with a commitment to education, economic growth, and international trade.


The other main party is the Labour Party, which leans more to the left. Its followers prefer to focus more on providing for the less fortunate and supporting families. Since the mid-1930s, only the Labour and National Parties have held the seat of power in New Zealand.


A number of other parties also have representatives in parliament, and their cooperation is often needed by either the ruling party or the opposition in order to create a majority vote on an issue or bill. I won’t bother describing the additional parties that have no elected members at this point, since they have no real influence on the government of the country.


New Zealand First is a party that relies heavily on the personality and reputation of its longtime leader Winston Peters. They are a nationalist (anti-immigration) party and fight for the rights of seniors.


The Green Party has a relatively strong presence in New Zealand. Its main agenda is obviously protecting the environment; its other policies tend to be left-leaning. The Greens, as the members are commonly known, usually side with the Labour Party on major issues.


The Maori Party is a relatively new player on the political scene, having formed in 2004. Its policies center on the concerns of the Maori people and their place in New Zealand society. While there are Maori members in other parties, this is the only party that puts their issues front and center at all times.


United Future is a small party with a “family values” focus and a strongly Christian background. They have only one representative in the current government.


ACT also calls itself the Liberal Party, which may seem confusing as its principles are very different from what would be called “liberal” in other countries. The party is in favor of free enterprise and minimal government interference. It also has only one representative in the current government.


SYSTEM OF GOVERNMENT


Originally, New Zealand modeled its government on the British system. In many ways it still reflects that original system, but over time it has changed and adapted.


There is only one house of representatives in New Zealand, the parliament. This means that there are no senators, elected or appointed. Members of parliament (MPs) hold all of the power when it comes to making legislation.


Since 1996 the system used to elect members to parliament is the MMP, or mixed member proportional system. The way it works is that voters get to cast two votes in a federal election. One vote helps to choose the local representative, and voters can only choose from the candidates selected to represent their electorate. The other vote is for the party of their choice. So even if their favorite party has no candidate running in their area, voters can still cast a vote toward putting that party into power. Of the 120 seats in parliament, 62 are elected as representing an electorate, 7 are from the Maori electorates, and 51 are determined by the party vote.


Seven seats in parliament are specifically set aside for Maori representation. This ensures that no matter how small the Maori population becomes, its role as one of the founding cultures of New Zealand gives Maori people a say in every decision made at parliament. People with Maori ancestry (they don’t have to be full-blooded Maori) can choose to either be on the general electoral roll or the Maori roll. Only those on the Maori roll can vote for the candidates for these seven seats.



LOCAL AND REGIONAL GOVERNMENT



Local and regional government take care of a wide range of things in New Zealand: local road repairs, garbage pickup, water supply, building regulation, parks and gardens, and a myriad of other local concerns. So if you are planning renovations to your house, need a permit to sell alcohol, or want to find out where the nearest landfill is located, you’ll be turning to the local council. Also, while the source of funding and national policies on health care all come from the federal Ministry of Health, the actual provision of services (hospitals and clinics, for example) is run by regional District Health Boards.


Your local government will include both local and regional councils. Councillors are elected every three years. All cities and towns have a mayor taking charge of local issues, with a council working under him or her.


Economy


In New Zealand’s early days as a British colony, it served as a kind of offshore farm. Exports of lamb, wool, dairy products, and beef, along with timber from the old-growth native trees, made the country a good investment as far as the motherland was concerned. The agriculture and forestry industries have remained at the heart of New Zealand’s economy to this day and continue to play an important role is the country’s exports.


Today’s economy is more complex than in the colonial days, however. In addition to agriculture and forestry (now using pine plantations rather than native trees), New Zealand is involved with manufacturing, biotechnology, information technology, service industries, and tourism. It is a robust, market-driven economy that depends on trade with other countries such as Australia, Japan, China, the United States, and the United Kingdom. New Zealanders enjoy a standard of living on par with other developed countries.


INTERNATIONAL TRADE


New Zealand is a member of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), an international group of 34 nations working together for improved trade relationships and stable economies. Membership in the group gives New Zealand an international economic presence and provides a measure for how the country is performing compared with other member states.


Having such a small population, New Zealand does rely on imports for a lot of its manufactured goods. For example, there are no car manufacturing plants in the country. The main sources of car imports are Japan and Europe. If you’re looking for an American car, you’re likely to find some Fords on the market, but few others. Most appliances and computers are also imported, and even “local” goods are often manufactured overseas in countries like China and Indonesia, where wages are much lower.


The major exports include the agricultural ones, such as dairy products, lamb, beef, wool, and fruit, plus both treated lumber and untreated logs from the forestry industry. Some specialty items are manufactured in New Zealand for export, such as electronics and certain car components. Plastics are also a bit of a specialty item.


More and more, exporting services has also become a significant business for New Zealand. Overseas clients find it cost-effective to have New Zealand researchers carry out studies for them, particularly in agricultural or biotechnology fields, or to have their software written by Kiwi programmers. Hollywood studios may have their special effects created by specialists in Wellington. It’s a small piece of the export pie right now at around $4.5 billion, but for services in a small market like New Zealand, bringing in overseas clients is often the only way for New Zealanders to grow their business significantly.


Tourism also plays a large role in New Zealand’s economy. In addition to boosting the food and beverage industry, tourism attracts a large number of immigrants. Visitors from all over the planet come and spend nearly nine billion dollars per year exploring New Zealand’s cultural and natural treasures. So while it’s not exactly an export, tourism does bring foreign money into the country. International students are another major source of foreign income into New Zealand.


SAVING AND SPENDING


At the start of this century, Kiwis had become consumers on an unprecedented level. Once a nation of down-to-earth and thrifty people, a strong economy and a strong dollar spurred on Kiwi shoppers. Big-screen TVs, the latest cell phones, and even investment properties were driving New Zealanders further and further into debt. Although the global recession slowed spending, Kiwis are still pushing the limits of what they can afford. It has reached a point where the government is concerned about the effect it will have on inflation and whether people are carrying more debt than they can ever hope to repay. Rather than stashing away their pennies for a rainy day, Kiwis are still buying gadgets and taking holidays.


In an effort to encourage more people to save for their retirement, the government introduced a savings system called Kiwisaver. It is essentially a plan to deduct a small percentage of workers’ wages every time they are paid and place the money in a savings plan they can’t access until retirement age. This is a relatively new scheme in New Zealand, introduced in 2007, but well over a million people have signed up.


IMPORTS AND CARBON IMPRINTS


Being located at the bottom of the world means that no matter how “green” New Zealanders want to be, every import or export travels a long way and uses huge amounts of fuel. In this era of climate-change awareness, it’s a big challenge for the country to cut back its carbon imprint on the global scale.


New Zealand was one of the first countries in the world to implement an “Emissions Trading Scheme.” The ETS puts a price on greenhouse gases to provide an incentive to reduce emissions and to encourage tree planting. It is being introduced in stages so that key industries are better able to prepare for the implications.


One of New Zealand’s biggest environmental challenges is one that you might not expect—farm animals! With so many sheep and cows all over the country, a huge amount of methane gas is created by their digestive systems. Methane is a greenhouse gas, which contributes to global warming. To counter this, the government is encouraging more reforestation of the land.


Power suppliers in New Zealand are also facing the challenge of coming up with cleaner ways to produce electricity. The country is fortunate to have a number of ways to generate clean power, including hydroelectric dams, geothermal power, and wind turbines. But despite all of this, the power grid is still partly dependent on coal and gas. More wind farms are planned, however, which should decrease the country’s dependency on coal as time goes on.
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INTERNATIONAL INFLUENCE


The people of New Zealand often define themselves by what they are not. They are not British, and they are not Australian. As a nation, New Zealanders view themselves as the underdog, the little guy who fights twice as hard to prove he’s equal to the big boys. This is easiest to spot as it relates to sports, but Kiwis are also constantly pushing to be taken seriously in the business world and the international political scene.


The Maori may now be a minority group in their own country, making up about 15 percent of the population, but they are in no way accepting a supporting role in the New Zealand story. Integration with the Pakeha (European) population has been a matter of compromise, not surrender. Not long ago, those two groups told pretty much the whole story. These days, an increase in immigration from other Pacific islands, Asia, and India has added a new element to New Zealand’s culture. The country is becoming more multicultural, and this will likely continue to become even more evident.


[image: Image]



Ethnicity and Class



New Zealand’s main ethnic groups are the Maori, other Pacific Islanders, and Europeans (which includes all those of European descent, whether they are currently coming from Europe or not), who are sometimes referred to using the Maori word Pakeha. Thanks to the Treaty of Waitangi, the Maori enjoy certain privileges not available to other ethnic groups, such as guaranteed representation in government. It is, in a sense, a racist policy in that not all New Zealanders are treated equally, but it is a policy designed to protect the original inhabitants of the country. Most people respect the Maori right to special treatment to some extent.


New Zealanders are decidedly classless, with little regard for titles and birthrights. Kiwis value success through hard work and determination, rather than being born into privilege. In fact, they openly resent anyone who expects to command respect without having done anything to earn it first. This attitude can take some immigrants off-guard, especially in the workplace.


MAORI AND PACIFIC ISLANDERS


Most Maori and Pacific Islanders in New Zealand lead similar lives to other Kiwis. They live in the same cities, usually attend the same schools, and compete for the same jobs. Socially, some Maori and Pacific Islanders have chosen to retain some of the elements of their traditional lifestyle that they consider important. Often this includes a more communal way of living, incorporating their entire whanau (extended family). They are more likely to pull together in times of crisis and offer support to one another.


There are some social problems that are more common among Maori and Pacific Islanders than other New Zealanders. Violence in the home is one that never fails to make headlines. Both spousal and child abuse seem to occur more frequently among the Maori. It has been difficult to address the problem while still respecting Maori cultural norms, but within Maori communities the taboo is slowly being broken and there is some hope that progress will be made. There are also larger numbers of Maori and Pacific Islanders among the unemployed, and they are statistically less likely to complete their education. About 40 percent of Maori don’t finish high school, compared with a national average of 25 percent.
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