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MNI POLITICAL RISK ANALYSIS - NZ PM 

Resigns, Leaves Stage Open Ahead Of Oct 

Election 

By Tom Lake 

New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern announced her resignation on 19 January in an 

unexpected development that leaves the stage wide open for a new leader to stamp their 

mark on the country’s politics ahead of the general election, called for 14 October. Ardern 

announced that she would step down as PM by 7 February, with her centre-left Labour Party 

meeting on 22 January to elect a new leader. In a hastily convened presser, Ardern stated 

that she had “…given my absolute all,” and that “I know what this job takes, and I know that I 

no longer have enough in the tank to do it justice. It’s that simple.” 

Political focus will now turn to two areas: who could replace Ardern as party head and PM, 

and what impact will a new leader have on the outcome of the October election.  

Runners and Riders To Replace Ardern 

In the immediate aftermath of Ardern’s resignation, there has not been a clamour from 

Labour figures to announce their candidacies, but instead the opposite. Deputy PM Grant 

Robertson, deputy party leader Kelvin Davis, and rising star in cabinet Kieran McAnulty have 

all ruled themselves out of running for the leadership. The following individuals have not yet 

ruled themselves out and have been identified by New Zealand media outlets as potential 

candidates: 

• Chris Hipkins – Minister of Education 2017-, Minister of Police 2022-, Minster for the 

Public Service 2017-, 1st Minister for COVID Response 2020-2022, Leader of the 

House 2017-, Member of Parliament 2008- 

• Megan Woods – Minister for Housing 2019-, Minister of Energy and Resources 

2017-, Minister for Research, Science and Innovation 2017-22, Member of 

Parliament 2011- 

• Michael Wood – Minister of Transport 2020-, Minister of Immigration 2022-, Deputy 

Leader of the House 2020-22, Member of Parliament 2016- 

• Kiri Allan – Minister of Justice 2022-, Minister of Conservation 2020-22, Member of 

Parliament 2017- 

• Nanaia Mahuta – Minister of Foreign Affairs 2020-, Minister of Local Government 

2017-, 2005-08, Member of Parliament 1996- 

In the caucus of Labour lawmakers on 22 January, a candidate will need support of 60% of 

the 64 members of the House of Representatives in order to win outright. If no candidate 

receives this level of support, the vote will go to a primary process among grassroot party 

members. This risks sowing division within the party ranks and is likely a scenario many 

senior Labour officials would like to avoid. As such, a significant amount of negotiation over 

potential cabinet positions is likely to take place in coming days in order to have a clear 

frontrunner for the leadership.  
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Outlook for October’s General Election 

There has already been speculation that Ardern’s resignation is less about her desire to step 

back from frontline politics, and more about the increasing likelihood that Labour faces 

defeat in the next general election. The October 2020 general election saw Ardern’s Labour 

win a landslide majority in parliament, the first time a party had managed to do so since the 

introduction of a mixed-member proportional representation electoral system in 1996. The 

initial support for the Ardern government’s hard-line COVID stance, which saw New Zealand 

record some of the lowest fatality rates from the virus in the world, gave way in subsequent 

years to rising antipathy towards controls seen as strict and arbitrary, as well as a 

burgeoning anti-vaxx movement among some sections of society.  

Ardern’s work on reducing poverty levels and supporting national unity in the wake of the 

Christchurch terrorist attack has garnered praise. However, broad economic factors such as 

high inflation and a housing supply crunch combined with local issues such as an unpopular 

proposed tax on greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture, and a perception that her 

government is soft on crime have served to dampen support for Labour.  

Chart 1. New Zealand General Election Opinion Polling, % and 4-Poll Moving Average 

Source: Roy Morgan, Taxpayers’ Union-Curia, Talbot Mills, Newshub-Reid Research, 1 News-Kantar Public, MNI 

Moreover, whereas the main opposition centre-right National Party for several years was led 

by a series of uninspiring figures, current party head Christopher Luxon has garnered a 

notable amount of personal support. The National’s most likely coalition partner, the right-

wing libertarian ACT, sustained its record-high support from the 2020 election with its 

opposition to stringent COVID regulations and drawing in voters on the right. Both of these 

factors make the formation of a National-ACT government after the October general election 

seem the most likely outcome at present. While not a liquid market at present, betting data 
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from Smarkets gives a 58% implied probability that the next PM is from the National party, 

with a 42% chance that Labour retains office.  

Chart 2. Government Approval Rating, Is the Country Heading in the Right or Wrong 

Direction?, % and 3-Poll Moving Average 

 

Source: Roy Morgan, Talbot Mills, Taxpayers ’ Union-Curia 
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