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On June 7, 1988 the Cabinet of the Labour Government approved the sale of 
the Government Printing Office as part of a series of asset sales that would 
contribute towards payment of New Zealand’s chronic public debt.
However this was never achieved due to the very poor sale result and only 
served as an event that was profitable for the consultants involved and a 
springboard that was to launch Graeme Hart’s Rank Group into the country’s 
wealthiest investment business which, 30 years on, is worth more than the 
national debt reduction the asset sales programme was supposed to achieve.

In 1991 the Government Administration Committee resolved to conduct an 
inquiry into the sale of the Government Printing Office. This was due to the 
many unanswered questions during its examination of the Estimates that 
related to  the disposal of the department and the unacceptable result that it 
produced for the Crown.
The inquiry found poor judgement on the part of the Labour Government 
Ministers of the day, incompetence from the departments and consultants that 
were responsible that resulted in massive costs being incurred from a process 
that was drawn out over two years and led to a profitable business asset being 
sold for much less than it was worth.
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THE SELLING OF THE GPO

26

During their first term in office the Lange Government had 
achieved much of its economic and social policy change but 
were still unable to reduce the country’s public debt. Winning a 
second term in August 1987 created the opportunity to address 
this issue.
Shortly after the 1987 election, the world-wide stock market crash 
in October severely damaged the New Zealand economy. As 
far as the Finance Minister Roger Douglas was concerned the 
government should continue with the reform programme it had 
started. He recommended asset sales, the liberalisation of the 
labour market, further remodelling of the public sector, further 
reduction of tariffs, the introduction of a guaranteed minimum 
family income (GMFI), and radical tax reforms involving a flat 
income tax rate of 23 percent and an increase in the goods and 
services tax (GST) to 12.5 percent.
Cabinet who were encouraged by the influential and powerful 
members within its ranks Roger Douglas, Richard Prebble and 
David Caygill known as the “Treasury Troika”, approved a 
package of the tax reforms and the GMFI and this, along with 
the asset sales, were announced at a special media briefing on 
December 17, 1987. As part of the government’s fiscal strategy the 
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figure which could only imply that their due diligence must have 
been both forensic and microscopic in detail.
But they were about to get a much better deal than that. During 
final negotiations at the end of November the GPO revealed 
that it had entered into capital-purchase commitments that it had 
not previously disclosed. This allowed the agreed price to come 
down to $23 million.
While the government spent its time passing legislation to allow it 
to be in a position to sell the business the SSC and the Treasury 
were in total disarray over the redundancy issue for GPO staff. 
When the Cabinet agreed to sell to Rank on December 11, 1989 
it noted the potential savings to the Crown for staff redundancies 
estimated to be $4 million and when added to the Rank bid for 
the business raises the effective price of the GPO to $27 million.
This saving did not eventuate despite Rank offering jobs to all but 
three staff members. These were the two nurses and the librarian. 
After the sale was completed the clinic was closed along with the 
library. Many history and technical printing books were disposed 
of in not a particularly orderly manner. 
As a government asset the GPO provided an essential service to 
the country over its 125 year history. To achieve this parliament 
over time had provided the necessary resources and allowed the 
department to grow into the large structure that it had become. 
The two main factories at the time the decision was made to sell 
the business were purpose built. The building in Mulgrave Street, 
Wellington opened in 1966 and the building in Ngaumutawa 
Road, Masterton was completed and operational 10 years later 
servicing the printing and stationery requirements of parliament 
and the public service. Every detail went into making sure that 
these facilities were the best they could be and during the 1980s 
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Not long after the announcement that the successful tender for 
the Government Printing Office was the Auckland based Rank 
Group, whose shares at the time were trading at 60 cents, staff 
were given a letter requesting them to make a choice on whether 
they wanted to stay on working within their current position, 
following the takeover by the new owner, or elect to remain 
within the public service and opt for redeployment if a suitable 
position could be found or elect for early retirement.
Out of over 600 employees, 104 Government Printing Office 
personnel transferred to the Residual Management Unit on May 
4, 1990. Many of these people had served the department for 
years, some for decades, starting as apprentices with opportunities 
that were available within allowing them to further their careers 
and move through to managerial positions and even aspire to 
become Government Printer as was the reality for Rex Ward. 
Each person had their own reason for deciding not to stay on and 
continue to work for the new Rank Group owners. Some were 
close to retirement age, others felt it was a chance to retrain into 
a new position within the public service and there were a few 
who were employed in service positions within the department 
such as management works and support, management services, 
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directors of personnel, engineering and printing who may have 
felt vulnerable that they would be made redundant as Rank did 
further restructuring in the years to come. 
The Residual Management Unit was set up to accommodate those 
who decided not to continue to work for the department once 
the changeover was done and to finalise the business affairs of 
the former GPO by completing the various legal responsibilities 
which included compiling the last official Annual Report to 
Parliament (G.23) in the financial year prior to the handover date. 
The Unit was headed by a former Government Printer, Peter 
Hasselberg, an accountant by profession and the same man, who 
in 1984 launched the new corporate identity and gold standard of 
services. Hasselberg came out of retirement to fulfil the awesome 
task of closing the department he once so proudly served.
As much as it was their choice not to stay on and continue to 
work in their current positions for the Rank Group the majority 
of those staff who elected to go over to the RMU now faced 
the daunting task of redeployment. As it turned out most 
were just made redundant which contributed to a large part 
of the enormous price the RMU cost the Crown even though 
employment consultants were brought in to assist the team.
For those who decided to stay on the loss of so many people in one 
go created some major challenges to the new management team. 
Even the head of Rank, Graeme Hart, expressed his surprise that 
so many employees made the decision to leave. And apart from 
the staffing issues faced there were other inconveniences facing 
the Mulgrave Street factory. During the sale process the building 
was transferred to the Internal Affairs Department for use by the 
National Archives and to take it out of the sale assets.  Part of 
this deal was to lease back some of the building to GPO. The 
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new building owners wanted to start renovating the floors they 
were initially able to occupy and this involved bringing in 20,000 
shelf-metres of space in the basement alone that they could use to 
store their treasures. The renovations were going to start on the 
second floor and basement which meant complete restructuring 
and repositioning of offices and equipment. The press room on 
the second floor was relocated within the bindery. The bindery 
equipment that formerly occupied that space was relocated to 
Masterton and the paper store in the basement was relocated to 
the Masterton factory.
As the second floor also served as the Mulgrave Street entrance 
the Archives wanted to remodel it as well which meant moving 
the GPO bookshop to the north end of the building and totally 
changing the entrance that was redone a few years previously 
when GPO launched its corporate identity.
From the time that Rank were notified that their bid of $23 million 
for the business was accepted and negotiations commenced in 
formalising the takeover and the signing of the Sale and Purchase 
Agreement Rank had the Crown by the short and curlies and 
knew they would more than benefit from the government’s 
poorly conceived and badly run asset sale.
For a start they had done their due diligence thoroughly and 
knew that there was plenty of scope to screw the price down 
further and must have sensed that the people they were dealing 
with were so disorganised the chances of getting the parties 
involved which included the Minister of State Owned Enterprises 
Richard Prebble, his assistants Stan Rodger and Peter Neilson 
plus the man they hired as Transitional Advisory Board, Rob 
Campbell, the SSC and the Treasury plus the consultants the 
Treasury brought in: Fay, Richwhite and Bell Gully Buddle Weir 
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