
LEADING MESSAGES (2008 and 2017)

• A total of 716 reports mentioning the topic of dry winters and their impact on 

electricity supply between 1 January 2008 and 31 August 2017 was analysed. A 

large proportion of this coverage was neutral or balanced in tone, as the majority of 

reporting remained factual and focused on communicating weather-related 

information and hydro lake levels.

• However, reporting during the dry winter of 2008 was overwhelmingly unfavourable 

(83.3%). Speculation on the security and resilience of the country’s energy supply 

was widespread (the focus of 79.2% of the coverage), with many expressing 

concerns that it is vulnerable (31 mentions).

• While a sizeable proportion of coverage during the 2017 winter period also focused 

on energy supply (40.2%), criticism of the security of supply was less prevalent, 

with only 13 mentions of the message that it is vulnerable.

• Instead, pricing emerged as a key issue in 2017, as low hydro lake levels drove an 

increase in spot prices. This was of particular concern to customers of wholesale 

power companies such as Flick Electric and Paua to the People, with the former at 

times accused of not being upfront or honest (eight mentions).

• Despite the price spikes, the resilience of NZ’s energy supply was also praised in a 

small number of reports, as some commentators acknowledged the industry’s 

capacity to deal with cold, dry winters and the contingency plans it has in place.
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A “dramatic” increase in wholesale 

prices in June 2017 was questioned 

by NZ First energy spokesperson 

Fletcher Tabuteau, who claimed that 

it could not be justified given the 

relatively low risk of hydro shortage 

for electricity generation. Tabuteau 

called for an inquiry into electricity 

pricing.
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• Reporting on the 2008 dry winter was often framed by the likelihood 

of an electricity crisis (93.5%) and concerns of black outs (83.3%), 

which were mentioned only in passing in 2017. On the other hand, 

price increases and concerns about electricity shortages were key 

topics of discussion in reporting on the 2017 dry winter, and were 

seldom mentioned in 2008.

• Reporting on the 2008 dry winter and its impact on the electricity 

market frequently associated it with regulatory failings and political 

discourse, particularly by then-National energy spokesperson Gerry 

Brownlee. Brownlee was a prominent critic, as he called for a 

conservation campaign to be launched and accused the 

government of being reluctant to declare a crisis in an election year. 

• Conversely, these topics were notably absent in 2017, when 

discussion about the impact of the dry winter was often closely 

associated with weather events and the performance of electricity 

companies (in relation to customer relationship and profitability).

• As a result, media reporting on the 2017 dry winter and its impact on 

the electricity market was less unfavourable overall compared to 

2008.
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In advocating for an independent review of the electricity market, 

energy industry consultant Bryan Leyland said that the current 

market “ignores the need for reserve energy to avoid blackouts 

and high prices in a dry year” (EnergyNZ, 6 February 2017).
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An official conservation campaign was only mentioned in a 

handful media reports in 2017: a syndicated opinion piece by 

Fairfax NZ’s Pattrick Smellie reflected on the country’s need 

(albeit rare) for fossil fuel backup, and speculated on the future of 

the electricity industry.
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LIKELIHOOD OF EVENTS – 2008 vs. 2017

UNLIKELY COULD/POTENTIALLY LIKELY EXPECTED CONCERNS WARNING DEFINITELY

Blackouts and crises 

were only mentioned in 

passing in media 

reporting on the 2017 dry 

winter, indicating that 

they were not identified 

as a risk or a likely 

outcome.

Conversely, there were 

almost equal proportions 

of “unlikely” and 

“definitely” in relation to a 

power crisis, and 

“unlikely” and “likely” in 

relation to blackouts in 

2008 . This 

demonstrated some 

inconsistencies in 

communication, and 

indicated a sense of 

uncertainty and distrust 

in the information 

conveyed by the 

government and the 

electricity sector. 

Coverage of the 2008 

dry winter more often 

mentioned reduced 

supply and shortages 

of electricity as “likely” 

or “definite”, whereas 

in 2017, these were 

more often framed as 

a “concern”.



13

2

9
3

10

15
4

5
4

4

3

4
3

23
20

13
10

7 7

52.0
49.5

48.1
50.0

43.6

52.1

20

35

50

65

80

0

15

30

45

60

DENNIS BARNES,
CONTACT CHIEF

 EXECUTIVE

STEVE O'CONNOR,
 FLICK ELECTRIC

CEO

CARL HANSEN,
ELECTRICITY
AUTHORITY

CEO

GREG SISE,
 ENERGY LINK

MANAGING
 DIRECTOR

BRYAN
LEYLAND,

 INDEPENDENT
ENERGY

 CONSULTANT

LUKE BLINCOE,
ELECTRIC KIWI

CEO

F
A

V
O

U
R

A
B

IL
IT

Y

V
O

L
U

M
E

COVERAGE BY ORIGIN – 2017
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LEADING SPOKESPEOPLE – 2008

LEADING SPOKESPEOPLE – 2017

COVERAGE BY ORIGIN – 2008
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Brownlee was a key voice in media 

coverage of the 2008 dry winter, 

frequently criticising the government’s 

inaction “in the face of overwhelming 

evidence” on the likelihood of an 

electricity shortage as “negligent”.

Similarly to Brownlee, Leyland was highly 

critical of the government’s management and 

handling of the 2008 dry winter, stating that 

the government “has had its head in the sand” 

and that it moved to announce a conservation 

campaign two months too late.

In coverage of Contact Energy’s financial 

results, Barnes acknowledged that the 

2017 dry winter had had an impact on the 

company’s profits, as it was forced to 

resort to more expensive methods of 

power generation to meet demands.

Hansen reassured that the 

Electricity Authority was 

closely monitoring dropping 

lake levels, noting that 

consumers do not need to be 

concerned.

Seay was quoted in 

reports outlining that the 

country was coming close 

to needing to implement 

“severe power cutbacks”.



MESSAGES – REFERENCES TO DRY WINTER 2012

INSIGHTS DASHBOARD: DRY WINTERS

2008–2017

REFERENCES TO DRY WINTER 2008 & 2012 MESSAGES – REFERENCES TO DRY WINTER 2008

13

2

1

10 0 10 20

NZ'S ENERGY SUPPLY IS SECURE/RESILIENT

NZ'S ENERGY SUPPLY IS VULNERABLE

GENTAILER NOT UPFRONT/HONEST

VOLUME

3

41

3

50 25 0 25

NZ'S ENERGY SUPPLY IS VULNERABLE

GENTAILER NOT UPFRONT/HONEST

NZ'S ENERGY SUPPLY IS SECURE/RESILIENT

VOLUME

FAVUNF

FAVUNFDRY WINTER 

2012

DRY WINTER 

2008

90.3%

15.8%

50.0%

9.7%

84.2%

100.0%

50.0%

0.0%

25.0%

50.0%

75.0%

100.0%

2013 2014 2015 2017

References to the 2008 dry 

winter were often associated 

with the power crisis and 

pointed to the country’s reliance 

on fossil fuels. This was 

particularly evident in coverage 

of the decision to shut down the 

Huntly coal-fired plant, which 

Brian Leyland said will expose 

consumers to an increased risk 

of shortages in a dry year.

In contrast to references to 

2008, developments and key 

improvements in the 

electricity market in 2012 

were often credited for the 

management of the 2012 dry 

winter and the reduction of 

supply shortage risks.


