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1 July 2025  
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

Tēnā koe  
 
Official Information Act request 

Thank you for your email dated 4 June 2025 in which you requested information 
about the Ministry of Social Development’s (the Ministry’s) administration of food 

grants. 
 

I have considered your request under the Official Information Act 1982 (the Act). 
Please find my decision on each part of your request set out under the headings 
below. 

 
1. The date when the current guidelines on maximum food grant 

amounts per household type were first introduced. 
The maximum amounts of food outlined in the Special Needs Grant (SNG) 
welfare programme, have not changed since the programme’s introduction 

in 1999. In 1994, through the previous SNG welfare programme, the 
maxima for food were increased to the current amounts. The current 

maxima are available here:  www.workandincome.govt.nz/ 
map/income-support/extra-help/special-needs-grant/maximum-payment-
for-food-01.html.  

 
Staff may exercise discretion to exceed food grant maxima when the client 

has exceptional circumstances. Further information about exceptional 
circumstances is available here: www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/ 
income-support/extra-help/special-needs-grant/exceptional-

circumstances-01.html.     
 

2. A history of any changes made to these guidelines, including: 
a. dates of implementation 

 

b. the recommended maximum amounts 

 

c. any rationale or context provided at the time for setting or 
adjusting these thresholds. 

In 1994, the current maximum amounts for food grants increased 
from: 
• $150 to $200 a year for single people. 



 

• $200 to $300 a year for married couples without children. 
• $300 to $450 a year for married couples and sole parents with one 

or two dependent children. 

• $300 to $550 a year for married couples and sole parents with 
three or more children. 
 
On 4 August 2008, the SNG welfare programme was amended and 

the period during which the food grant maxima applied decreased 
from 52 weeks to 26 weeks. For example, a single person who 

previously qualified for a maximum of $200 for food in a 52-week 
period prior to 4 August 2008 then qualified for a maximum of 
$200 for food within a 26-week period from 4 August 2008. 

 
Income thresholds for hardship assistance, including food grants, 

increased permanently on 1 July 2022. This significantly increased 
the numbers of people to qualify for that assistance. Further 
information is available here: www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-

our-work/newsroom/budget/2022/factsheets/hardship-
assistance.html. 

 
Further information which is relevant to this part of your request 

is contained within the documents linked below: 
 

• Advice and data about food distribution services for beneficiaries, 
inclusive of foodbanks, in the past ten years (previous OIA 

response) - www.msd.govt.nz/documents/about-msd-and-our-
work/publications-resources/official-information-
responses/2024/september/19092024-advice-and-data-about-

food-distribution-services-for-beneficiaries-inclusive-of-
foodbank-in-the-past-ten-years-1-.pdf 

 
• Foodbank Demand and Supplementary Assistance Programmes: A 

Research and Policy Case Study - www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-
and-our-work/publications-resources/journals-and-

magazines/social-policy-journal/spj05/05-foodbank.html.  
 

3. A copy of the most current national policy or guideline documents 

outlining 
a. Recommended maximum amounts by household type (e.g. 

single, couple, families with children) 
I refer you to www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/ 

extra-help/special-needs-grant/maximum-payment-for-food-
01.html.  
 

b. Any instruction or clarification regarding staff or manager 
discretion 

I refer you to www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/ 
extra-help/special-needs-grant/exceptional-circumstances-01.html.  
 

 
 



4. Any internal reviews, evaluations or assessments undertaken by 

MSD since 2017 regarding the adequacy of these guideline 
maximums in relation to rising food costs or inflation. 
I refer you to Appendix 1, which contains one complete report 

(REP/22/5/373) and excerpts of another report (REP/22/9/841), both 
prepared in 2022, from the Ministry to Hon Carmel Sepuloni, then Minister 

for Social Development and Employment, which contains information that is 
relevant to this part of your request. You will note that only the parts of the 
reports which are relevant to your request have been provided. Pages of 

REP/22/9/841, which do not contain information directly relevant to your 
request have been omitted. Paragraphs which do not relate directly to your 

request have been redacted as ‘out of scope.’ 
 

5. Confirmation of any temporary changes to food grant guidelines 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, including: 

a. Dates when these temporary adjustments were introduced 

and when they were reverted 
 

b. The nature and extent of those changes 
As part of the Ministry’s immediate response to COVID-19, temporary 
operational changes were made to increase each food grant category 

maxima by $400 in a 26-week period. These changes were introduced 
on 1 April 2020, in response to the first Level 4 COVID-19 lockdown.  

 
These changes were introduced to: 

• ensure that people who had an immediate and essential need 
for food were able to access financial assistance without delay; 

and 
• divert some clients away from contact centres and service 

centres to MyMSD (the Ministry’s online portal) to apply for 
food grants, to enable the Ministry to manage the 

unprecedented demand for financial assistance caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
The changes resulted in a channel shift, as clients were able to access 
an increased amount of financial assistance for food grants online 

through MyMSD. This diverted some people from calling the Ministry’s 
contact centres during the lockdown period.  

 
Under usual settings, MyMSD directs people applying for food grants 
who have reached their food grant maximum to call one of the 

Ministry’s contact centres. This enables Ministry staff to establish 
whether the client has any exceptional circumstances which should 

be considered that may justify exceeding the maxima.  
 
Diverting people away from contact centres increased the Ministry’s 

capacity to prioritize the processing and approval of applications for 
assistance, including main benefits and wage subsidies.  

 
The Ministry resumed its usual settings for food grants on 10 August 
2020.  

 
I will be publishing this decision letter, with your personal details deleted, on the 

Ministry’s website in due course. 



 

If you wish to discuss this response with us, please feel free to contact 
OIA_Requests@msd.govt.nz. 
 

If you are not satisfied with my decision on your request, you have the right to 
seek an investigation and review by the Ombudsman. Information about how to 

make a complaint is available at www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or 0800 802 602. 
 
 

Ngā mihi nui 
 

pp.  

 

Anna Graham 
General Manager 
Ministerial and Executive Services 
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