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I wrote last September that New Zealand is the unsung success story of the world. 

No, it doesn’t rank above Hong Kong and Singapore, which routinely rank as the two 

jurisdictions with the most economic liberty. 

But it deserves praise for rising so far and fast considering how the country was mired in statist 

misery just three decades ago. That’s the story of this great video, narrated by Johan Norberg, 

from Free to Choose Media. It’s runs 56 minutes, but it’s very much worth your time. 

But just in case you don’t have a spare hour to watch the full video, I can tell you that it explains 

how New Zealand made a radical shift to free markets in key areas such as agriculture, trade, 

fisheries, and industry. 

I wrote about New Zealand’s shift to a property rights-based fisheries system, which is a 

remarkable success. But I’m even more impressed that the country, which has a very significant 

agricultural sector, decided to eliminate all subsidies. I fantasize about similar reforms in the 

United States. 

To give you an idea of New Zealand’s overall deregulatory success, it is now ranked first in the 

World Bank’s Doing Business. 

As a fiscal policy wonk, my one complaint is that the video doesn’t give much attention to tax 

and budget policy. 

Which is an unfortunate oversight because there’s a very positive story to tell. In the early 1990s, 

the government basically imposed a nominal spending freeze. And during that five-year period, 

the burden of government spending fell by more than 10-percentage points of GDP. 

And because policy makers dealt with the underlying disease of too much spending, that also 

meant eliminating the symptom of red ink. In other words, a big deficit became a big surplus. 

The same thing also has been happening this decade. Outlays have been increasing by an average 

of less than 2 percent annually. And because this complies with my Golden Rule, that means a 

shrinking burden of spending. 
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And there’s also a good story to tell about tax policy. The top income tax rate has been slashed 

from 66 percent to 33 percent, and the capital gains tax has been abolished. 

Let’s close by highlighting what should be the main lesson of the video, namely that any country 

can rescue itself from economic decline. 

As I watched, the first thing that occurred to me is that New Zealand’s reforms are – or at least 

should be – a road map for Greece to follow. 

The Fraser Institute’s Economic Freedom of the World shows the history of economic liberty in 

the two nations, and you can see that they used to be very similar – in a bad way – back in the 

1970s. They began to diverge between 1975 and 1985, mostly because policy got even worse in 

Greece. Then both adopted better policy started in 1985, but New Zealand went much farther in 

the right direction. 

Policy has been generally stable in both nations this century. That’s acceptable for New Zealand, 

but it’s basically a recipe for continued misery in Greece. 

But the good news is that Greece can simply copy New Zealand to get the same good results. 

P.S. Remember when Gary Johnson caught grief for being unable to list any admirable foreign 

leaders. I defended him by pointing out that there are not any obvious choices in office today, 

but I did mention that Roger Douglas and Ruth Richardson – both prominently featured in the 

above video – would be on list if it included former politicians. 

P.P.S. New Zealand ranks #3 for total human freedom, trailing only Hong Kong and 

Switzerland. 
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