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Submission to the Committee Secretariat of the Justice Committee on the Regulatory
Systems (Courts) Amendment Bill.

The Justice and Peace Commission of the Catholic Diocese of Auckland welcomes the
opportunity to submit on the Regulatory Systems (Courts) Amendment Bill.

We recognise the purpose of this regulatory Bill (in the “package of Bills amending
regulatory systems”) is to improve the operation of the courts system by addressing
legislative inconsistencies, reduce administrative burdens, clarify roles, and improve the
efficiency of court processes across a range of statutes administered by the Ministry of
Justice.

The Commission supports the responsible maintenance of legislation and acknowledges
that unnecessary delays, duplication, and procedural complexity can create barriers to
justice. Timely access to the courts is an important public good.’

We do, however, urge the Committee to approach this Bill through a broader lens than
regulatory performance alone. Courts are not simply part of a regulatory system. They are
principal institutions through which society gives effect to justice, protects human
dignity, resolves disputes, restrains abuses of power, and upholds the rule of law.? For
this reason, the central question before the Committee should not be whether the Bill
improves efficiency, but moreover, whether it strengthens justice and just outcomes.

As with all our submissions, this submission is informed by Catholic Social Teaching
(CST) and the importance of Te Tiriti o Waitangi as a foundation of respect, right
relationships and public life in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Justice as a Public Good (not just an administrative outcome)

The Commission is concerned by a growing tendency within public policy to evaluate
institutions primarily by measures of efficiency, productivity, cost reduction, and

" Courts of New Zealand. (2023) The Statement of Principles: Principles observed by Judiciary and Ministry
of Justice in the Administration of the Courts. https://www.courtsofnz.govt.nz/about-the-judiciary/the-
statement-of-principles. Referenced twice in the Statement of Principles that courts deliver timely,
impartial, and open justice, and timely consultation for court administration.

2 Blackwell, F. (2025, September 3). Justice system under considerable stress, Chief Justice says. RNZ.
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/crime-and-justice/571939/justice-system-under-considerable-stress-chief-

justice-says
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administrative performance. Such considerations are important. However, they are not
entirely sufficient. Justice is a public good before it is an administrative outcome.

Pope Leo XIV recently reaffirmed that “..justice means recognizing that it demands
personal effort to interpret the law in the most humane way possible.”

A court system should not be judged solely by how efficiently it processes cases, but by
how faithfully it upholds the dignity of those who come before it. People engage with the
courts during some of the most difficult and challenging times in their lives:

e Family breakdown

¢ Disputes over children

¢ Criminal proceedings

e Determining mental health status or distress
e Experiences of violence

¢ |nbereavement and unexplained death

In such circumstances; fairness, participation, accountability, and respect are not
secondary concerns. They are fundamental purposes of the justice system itself.

Again, Pope Leo encourages the ideal conditions to enhance a “virtue of justice” that:

e Strives toward a “satisfaction” that can only be attained in a greater justice that
transcends particular situations

e Calls for the respect of rights that establish harmony in human relationships and
promotes equity within personhood toward a common good and

e Ajustice system that fully respects justice, law and the dignity of every person.*

We therefore encourage the Committee to assess each amendment against a simple but
important question: Will these amendments strengthen public confidence that
justice is always being sought and upheld?

Human Dignity

Catholic Social Teaching stems from the assurance that every human person possesses
inherent, God-given dignity. The justice system exists for people, not people for the
justice system. Accordingly, legislative reform should be assessed according to whether
it enhances the ability of individuals and (whanau) families to:

3 Pope Leo XIV. (2025). Jubilee of Justice - Address of His Holiness Pope Leo XIV (20 September 2025). The
Holy See. https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/speeches/2025/september/documents/20250920-
giubileo-operatori-giustizia.html

4 1bid.
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e Beheard

¢ Understand proceedings affecting them

e Participate meaningfully in decisions

o Receive fair treatment

o Experience respect throughout legal processes.

Administrative efficiencies can sometimes appear neutral while imposing
disproportionate burdens on those least able to navigate complex systems especially in
matters of equity and subsidiarity. The Commission encourages particular consideration
of the impacts of this Bill on:

Self-represented litigants

¢ Tamariki (children) and Rangatahi (young people)

¢ Those experiencing victimisation

e Kaumatua (older or elderly persons)

e Whaikaha (people with disabilities)

e Low-income households

¢ Migrant and ethnic communities

o People experiencing mental health distress or disorder

The moral measure of a justice system is found not in how effectively it serves the
powerful and well-resourced. It is in how fairly it treats those who are vulnerable.

The Common Good and Access to Justice
The common good requires public institutions that are accessible, trustworthy, and fair.

We acknowledge that court delays can cause real harm. Delayed hearings, unresolved
family disputes, and prolonged coronial investigations can impose significant emotional,
social, spiritual and financial costs and distress on individuals and whanau.

Where reforms genuinely improve access to justice and reduce unnecessary delays, they
deserve support. At the same time, the common good (again) requires more than
administrative efficiency.

Reform can have positive and negative effects:

e A system may be quicker while becoming less accessible
e Become less costly while becoming less participatory or
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e Be procedurally streamlined while diminishing public confidence.

We understand Aotearoa New Zealand's justice system faces significant challenges from
rising costs, court delays, increasing case complexity, and underfunded legal aid, all of
which limit access to justice, and place pressure on lawyers and judges. These issues are
compounded by declining public trust in institutions, including the courts, which can
undermine confidence in the rule of law. In response, reforms such as Te Ao Marama,
greater use of technology, simplified court processes, increased diversity, and expanded
dispute resolution options are helping make the justice system more accessible,
responsive, and effective.®

We ask the Committee exercise caution on reforms that measure benefits solely through
administrative metrics. “As world events show, the rule of law is a fragile thing.”® The
ultimate purpose of the courts is not simply to produce decisions efficiently but to
achieve justice visibly, fairly, effectively, and timely.

Te Tiriti o Waitangi and Confidence in Justice

The Commission considers Te Tiriti o Waitangi directly relevant to the evaluation of this
Bill. Although the Bill is largely administrative in nature, administrative reforms are never
entirely neutral in their effects. They shape how institutions are experienced by
communities, and influence levels of public trust.” From a Te Tiriti perspective,
confidence in public institutions cannot be assumed. It must be continually earned,
encouraged, upheld, and renewed.

We encourage the Committee to consider whether the proposed amendments:
e Strengthen access to justice for Maori
¢ Promote equitable participation
o Respect the dignity and experiences of whanau and

¢ Contribute to confidence in the justice system among Maori communities.®

5 Glazebrook, S. (2024). Judicial Independence in Aotearoa New Zealand: Current Challenges. Courts of
New Zealand. https://www.courtsofnz.govt.nz/publications/speeches-and-papers/judicial-
independence-in-aotearoa-new-zealand-current-challenges#_ftn1

8 Blackwell, Justice system.

7 Durie, M. (2004). Race and Ethnicity in Public Policy: Does it Work? Ministry of Social Development.
www.msd.govt.nz. https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/journals-
and-magazines/social-policy-journal/spj24/24-race-and-ethnicity-in-public-policydoes-it-work-p1-
11.html

8 New Zealand Ministry of Justice. (2025). Te Ao Marama. www.justice.govt.nz.
https://www.justice.govt.nz/justice-sector-policy/key-initiatives/te-ao-marama/
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We are particularly conscious that Maori continue to experience significant disparities
within the broader justice system.® For this reason, reforms should be evaluated for their
efficiency and impact on equity, participation, and trust.

Partnership is nota proceduralrequirement. Itis a continuation to commitment, ensuring
that public institutions are experienced legitimately, and responsive by those to whom
they serve.

Family Court Provisions

The Bill expands the powers and jurisdiction available to Family Court Associates in
certain circumstances relating to family matters.

We acknowledge this desire to reduce delay and improve the timely resolution of family
proceedings. However, family law cannot (and should not) be viewed as ordinary
administrative or solely family dispute resolution function.™

Family Court proceedings concern:
e Tamariki (children)
o Kaitiaki (caregivers and caregiving)
e Whanau (family) relationships
e Vulnerability
o Safety
e Long-term wellbeing and security.

Accordingly, we support improvements in efficiency only where they clearly preserve
procedural fairness, consider appropriate time constraints, judicial oversight, and the
protection of all vulnerable parties.

Moreover, we urge the Bill uphold that:
e Theinterests of children remain paramount
e Meaningful review processes remain available

o Vulnerable parties are not disadvantaged by power imbalances

® Department of Corrections | Ara Poutama Aotearoa. (2018). Over-representation of Maori in the criminal
justice system - An exploratory report. Govt.nz. https://thehub.sia.govt.nz/resources/over-representation-
of-maori-in-the-criminal-justice-system

10 Smith, L. (2025). Family Law for Family Life: Rethinking the Boundaries of Family Law. Current Legal
Problems. Volume 78. Issue 1. https://doi.org/10.1093/clp/cuaf001. Pages 271- 306. Particularly
regarding the ‘family law for family life’ agenda, Section 3.
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¢ Whanau participation is not diminished in pursuit of faster outcomes.

We envision real potential to reshape “family law’s boundaries and modalities to make it
work for family life, rather than just for family crisis... [by which] potential gains are
plentiful and the challenge is aligned with the times, both in terms of flux in legal service
provision and challenges to the ongoing relevance and remit of family law.”"" We agree
the Bill should reduce delays, but more importantly, it should seek to creatively reimagine
family law to expand and preserve justice, which is essential.

Coronial Processes

The Bill also contains numerous amendments relating to coronial processes. For many
whanau (families), interaction with the coronial jurisdiction occurs at moments of deep
grief and anguish, uncertainty, and trauma. Coronial processes fulfil important public
purposes by establishing facts, providing answers to families, promoting accountability
and responsibility, and contributing to the prevention of future harm.?

We, therefore, strongly advocate for amendments to be evaluated on whether the Bill:
¢ Maintains meaningful participation by whanau (families)
¢ Preserves transparency and accountability
e Strengthens public confidence in coronial inquests and investigations and
e Respectsthe cultural and spiritual needs of bereaved whanau and communities.

Having worked closely with coronial inquests and processes through various Spiritual
Care, Hospital Chaplaincy, Kaiatawhai and Kaiawhina roles we cannot stress enough, the
absolute importance and necessity of providing genuine respect for the cultural and
spiritual needs of bereaved whanau and communities. The value of coronial
processes cannot be measured by timeliness alone. Its purpose is to also honour the
truth, devise responsibility and accountability, and uphold and defend human dignity at
every stage of the coronial journey.

Open Justice and Public Trust

The Bill includes amendments relating to access to court and judicial information. We
recoghise the need to balance openness with privacy, safety, and appropriate
confidentiality. Nevertheless, open justice remains a foundational principle of

" Ibid.
2 Manaaki Tangata | Victim Support. (2024). The Coronial Process. Victimsupport.org.nz.
https://www.victimsupport.org.nz/practical-information/coronial-process
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democratic society. Public confidence depends upon the ability of citizens to see that
justice is being exercised fairly and lawfully."®

The Committee should therefore ensure that any changes affecting access to information
remain proportionate, and do not unnecessarily diminish transparency or public
accountability.

Recommendations

We recommend the Committee assess each amendment in the Bill against the following
questions:

On Human Dignity

Doesthe amendment enhance the dignity and fair treatment of those affected by court
processes?

On Access to Justice

Does the Amendment Bill improve practical access to justice, particularly for those
facing social, cultural, geographic, demographic or financial barriers?

By Participation

Does the Amendment Bill preserve meaningful participation by individuals, families/
whanau and communities?

Te Tiriti o Waitangi

Does the Amendment Bill contribute to equitable experiences of justice and
strengthen confidence amongst Maori communities?

On Accountability and Trust

Does the Amendment Bill strengthen public confidence in the administration of
justice?

We further recommend adopting a presumption that administrative efficiency should not
be pursued where it would:

¢ Reduce meaningful participation

¢ Disadvantage vulnerable persons

e Diminish transparency or accountability

¢ Weaken public confidence in the courts or

e Exacerbate inequitable experiences of the justice system for Maori.

3 Courts of New Zealand. (2023). Open justice and engagement. www.courtsofnz.govt.nz.
https://www.courtsofnz.govt.nz/publications/judicial-reports/chief-justices-2023-annual-report/open-
justice-and-engagement
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Conclusion

The Commission supports the objective of maintaining and improving Aotearoa New
Zealand's courts legislation. We recognise the importance of timely and effective court
processes and acknowledge the value of addressing legislative inconsistencies and
unnecessary administrative burdens.

At the same time, courts are not simply regulatory mechanisms requiring periodic
technical adjustment. They are institutions through which society seeks to uphold
justice. For this reason, efficiency should remain a servant of justice, not its substitute.

The Commission respectfully submits that human dignity, the common good, concern
for the vulnerable, public accountability, and the continuing significance of Te Tiriti o
Waitangi should be the principal standards by which this Bill should be evaluated.

To reiterate the unabridged words of our current Pope Leo used in example earlier:

"To 'hunger and thirst' for justice means being aware that it demands personal effort to
interpret the law in the most humane way possible, but more importantly, it calls us to
long for a 'satisfaction' that can only be fulfilled in a greater justice — one that transcends
particular situations." *

Lastly, we reaffirm that justiceis a public good before itis an administrative outcome, and
recite the prayer of hope, that justice becomes the public depiction of love in actionin an
all, too often, unjust world.

“Wooden, C. (2025, September 20). True justice promotes dignity, equality, forgiveness, pope tells
judges. USCCB Public Affairs office. USCCB. https://www.usccb.org/news/2025/true-justice-promotes-
dignity-equality-forgiveness-pope-tells-judges
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