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Championing recreation for the benefit of New Zealand
The New Zealand Recreation Association believes recreation creates great New 
Zealanders. People who are healthy and well connected to their communities and the 
environment grow up with the opportunity to pursue their dreams and to make lasting 
contributions to society. Our role is to champion recreation by raising awareness of 
the many benefits it provides and the importance of ongoing investment in recreation 
opportunities for New Zealanders.
We work at an agency, industry and professional level to build capability, develop 
partnerships, and equip individuals and organisations with the skills they need to 
deliver high quality recreation experiences that engage participants. 

Recreation is an experience or activity that has an element of 
pleasure or enjoyment. Active recreation includes sport, outdoor 
recreation, community recreation, aquatics, play and games, fitness 
and health, and the arts. Recreation experiences occur in these 
activities. 

The recreation industry encompasses the people, places, 
organisations and processes that enable recreation experiences to 
occur.

Membership
The New Zealand Recreation Association’s membership is made up of recreation 
policy makers, territorial local authorities, voluntary organisations, regional sports trusts 
and Department of Conservation employees. 
Other members include commercial leisure providers, recreation planners, facility 
managers, programme and event managers, community arts leaders, outdoor 
recreation businesses, and others involved in the delivery of recreation in New 
Zealand. New Zealand Recreation Association members represent the industry and 
are important individuals within the industry.

Recognising the true value of recreation
The desire to take part in recreation for physical and mental health, to meet new 
people and to learn new skills is almost universal in New Zealand. More than nine 
out of 10 (94 per cent) of New Zealand adults participate in recreation or sport 
each year, and two thirds (66 per cent) say they would like to try a new recreation 
activity or do more of an existing one.
Yet despite this demand from hundreds of thousands of people and countless 
communities across our country, central government recreation investment remains 
limited and local government spending is falling.
A change of thinking is required. Rather than considering recreation spending as 
investment in pleasant picnic spots, tranquil gardens, or relaxing riverside walks, it 
must be thought of as investment in healthier people, connected communities and a 
strong economy. 
Dollars spent on recreation create opportunities for people to live active lifestyles, 
contributing to physical and mental health and reducing the prevalence of depression 
and lifestyle diseases such as obesity and type two diabetes. 
Recreation brings communities together, helping newcomers to integrate and creating 
communities that are more resilient in the face of natural disaster. 
Investment in recreational infrastructure such as walkways, cycleways, aquatic 
facilities, and parkland, also boosts regional economies by fostering increased 
tourism and contributing to more vibrant and liveable cities that attract skilled young 
professionals and families.
These benefits demonstrate that recreation investment has a ‘long tail’ – it has the 
potential to save money on healthcare, bring communities together, and generate 
economic growth through increased tourism.
This manifesto outlines the key priorities for the recreation industry. It is based on 
feedback from findings of a survey of more than 230 organisations and individuals 
throughout the recreation industry, and further informed by a workshop series run 
across New Zealand.
Ngā mihi nui,

Andrew Leslie
Chief Executive, 
New Zealand Recreation Association
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Greater recognition of the economic and social value    
of recreation
Recreation is part of what it is to be a New Zealander. Most Kiwi 
kids are introduced to the outdoors through recreation with family 
and friends, many of us are members of clubs and groups that 
enjoy recreation for fun, health and social reasons, and the names 
of outdoor pioneers like Sir Edmund Hillary are wired into our 
national psyche. 
For individuals, recreation contributes to physical and mental wellbeing 
and provides an opportunity to meet new people. For communities, 
it can foster a sense of togetherness and help people integrate. 
Investment in recreation also generates tourism opportunities and 
makes a community more desirable for professionals and young 
families. 
Greater understanding of these benefits and their downstream 
impacts, along with awareness of how legislative reform can influence 
recreation delivery, are key to ensuring New Zealand’s recreation 
industry remains among the world’s best.

A MAJOR ECONOMIC 
CONTRIBUTOR
The market value of recreation and sport is estimated 
at $5.2 billion, or nearly 3% of GDP.1

$5.2B A TOURISM DRAWCARD
Approximately 50% of international visitors to 
New Zealand participate in outdoor recreation.3

PART OF BEING A NEW ZEALANDER
94% of adults take part in one or more recreation and sport activity each 
year. What’s more, 74% of New Zealand adults take part in in recreation 
or sport in any given week – that’s 2.5 million people.2 

1
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Grow local and central government investment           
in recreation
Recreation makes a considerable contribution to a locality’s 
physical and social infrastructure. Recognising recreation as 
a core service is imperative if the industry’s workforce and our 
country’s recreation programmes, services and infrastructure 
are to receive the financial and policy support needed to deliver 
for their communities.
Too often central and local government planners are short-sighted 
when it comes to recognising the long term benefits recreation 
provides.Rather than considering recreation as a ‘nice to have’, local 
and central government should consider it as an investment in healthy 
people, connected communities and a strong economy – all of which 
are important to New Zealanders, and all of which can be achieved 
cost effectively through recreation investment.

CREATING HEALTHIER COMMUNITIES
Increased work productivity and better health outcomes resulting from 
recreation produced social benefits of approximately $1 billion a year.4

A SOUND INVESTMENT
The value of local government fixed recreation 
assets is estimated at $7 billion and operating 
expenditure at $613 million. Central government 
invests $483 million a year in recreation.5

More development opportunities for recreation 
workers to support a sustainable industry that meets 
the needs and expectations of participants 
There’s a well-known Māori proverb that states, He aha te mea nui 
o te ao? He tangata! He tangata! He tangata! (What is the most 
important thing in the world? It is people! It is people). This rings 
particularly true for recreation. 
Yet many of those within the industry are overworked and under 
resourced, and the industry is heavily reliant on volunteers putting in 
long hours, often with little recognition. As the age, expectations and 
socio-economic and cultural makeup of New Zealanders changes, 
recreation workers are having to work harder than ever to understand 
and engage them.
Greater appreciation of paid and unpaid recreation workers, both in 
terms of the recognition they receive and the rewards, remuneration 
and development opportunities they are offered, is vital to ensure 
a sustainable industry that can meet the rising expectations of 
participants and customers. 

A MAJOR EMPLOYER
The wider recreation and sport industry employs 74,484 people.6 Almost 
a million volunteers support New Zealand recreation and sport every year.7

(that’s enough people to fill 
Eden Park 1.3 times)

2 3
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Community recreation
Greater recognition of the role of community recreation in 
developing, empowering and engaging communities.

Walking, swimming, cycling, fishing, tramping, 
canoeing/kayaking, snow sports and hunting 
are among the top 20 recreation or sport 
activities enjoyed by New Zealand adults.9

One in six New Zealand adults experiences 
mental illness during their lives.8 Recreation 
and social interaction can help people 
overcome this.

Outdoor recreation
Better outdoor recreation opportunities for New 
Zealanders, in light of increasing urbanisation and 
changing cultural values, and greater understanding of 
the downstream impact of new legislation.

Nearly all New Zealand adults (91%) take part in recreation at man-made 
facilities each year.11

The majority of New Zealand adults (80%) 
participate in recreation or sport in one or more 
natural settings each year.10

Parks and open spaces
Widespread recognition of the contribution parks and 
open spaces make to the health and wellbeing of 
communities and the environment.

Aquatics and recreation facilities
More investment to replace ageing infrastructure and 
prioritisation of flexible multi-partner, multi-use facilities.
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