
   

 

15 March 2018 
 
 
Peter Hughes 
State Services Commissioner 
State Services Commission 
PO Box 329 
Wellington 6140 
  
 
Dear Mr Hughes 
 
RE Expanding the Southern Response inquiry to MBIE 
 
I am writing in regards to the recently announced SSC inquiry into a possible breach of 
the State Service Standards of Integrity and Conduct by Southern Response in its use of 
Thompson and Clark Investigations Limited (TCIL). I am requesting that you expand the 
inquiry to include the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment’s use of TCIL. 
 
The methods used by TCIL are a cancer to our democracy as they primarily target citizens 
who engage in advocacy. The chilling effect of being under constant and intrusive 
surveillance for simply campaigning for action on climate change, for example, 
fundamentally corrodes what it means to live in a free and democratic society. 
 
This problem is magnified many fold when TCIL partners with a state agency while 
carrying out this kind of activity. This is exactly what has happened in the case of TCIL 
and MBIE. 
 
I can provide more detailed evidence on request, but I have outlined below the basic facts 
that lead me to believe an SSC inquiry is needed. 
 
1. TCIL has been working extensively with MBIE officials over many years. The extent of 
this contact can be roughly ascertained in the fact that MBIE have declined our OIA 
requests for correspondence between MBIE and TCIL on the grounds that there were too 
many documents – over 2,000. We have subsequently managed to get a fraction of the 
correspondence, and even though it is heavily redacted, there is a clear trail of joint 
teamwork. 
 
2. TCIL and MBIE have been working intensively together. The email traffic shows a close 
and highly collegial relationship. This is not a distant or minor relationship for the two 
parties. Aside from the regular exchange of work information, there are references to their 
drinking sessions and other social activities. The relationship is such that in the email 
exchanges it is at times difficult to tell where MBIE ends and TCIL begins. 
 
3. MBIE has been assisting TCIL to obtain commercial contracts. TCIL has been seeking 
information from MBIE about the contact details for mining companies with the explicit 
purpose of pitching business to those mining companies. MBIE has provided that 
information to support TCIL’s commercial activities. 
 
4. TCIL has been passing information about peaceful climate activists to MBIE during this 
time. The exact detail is difficult to ascertain from the heavily redacted OIAs, but it’s plainly 
more than information obtained from public source. During the long period of close 
collaboration between TCIL and MBIE, TCIL were engaged in extensive and intrusive 
surveillance of climate groups. 
 
5. TCIL specialise in targeting peaceful IMGs – Issue Motivated Groups – which in 
democratic parlance are known as civil society not-for-profit advocacy groups. As you 



   

 

know, these include earthquake victims advocating for better treatment by Southern 
Response, and they also include environmental groups such as Greenpeace. If you join 
an advocacy group in New Zealand you may well end up on TCIL’s files. 
 
6. TCIL methods involve constant intrusive surveillance of New Zealand citizens who 
speak out against government policy or agencies. This involves constant monitoring of 
workplaces, following people home from their workplaces, photographing them in their 
private lives, and systematic checking of vehicle registration using the NZTA database. 
Our experience at Greenpeace is that this constant surveillance can continue for a period 
of many years, at times on an almost daily basis. In the past it has also involved 
penetrating civil society groups with paid informants. These activities are fundamentally 
corrosive to New Zealand’s democracy and civil society. 
 
7. MBIE has paid TCIL for some work (there is an invoice amongst the OIA material), but 
it would seem that mostly TCIL was paid by oil companies such as Statoil, which has 
publicly admitted this. Presumably much of the information passed to MBIE about climate 
activists was paid for by oil companies and used by MBIE. But regardless of who the 
paymaster was, there is no question that TCIL was providing its services to MBIE, and 
MBIE was providing services to TCIL. 
 
In our unicameral parliamentary system, there are relatively few checks and balances on 
the exercise of power by public servants. Our experience with MBIE has led us to see 
them as little more than agents for oil companies and their contractors, rather than 
regulators doing their job professionally and impartially. 
 
We are seeking your intervention to restore the public’s trust in the public service. 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

  
Dr Russel Norman 
Executive Director Greenpeace New Zealand 
 
 
CC: Hon Chris Hipkins, Minister of State Services 
 


