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SECURING PUBLIC PLACES:
NEW ZEALAND’S PRIVATE SECURITY SECTOR AS A 

NATIONAL SECURITY ENABLER

Nicholas Dynon1

In recent years, national security policy makers globally have grappled with the 
challenge of addressing the vulnerability of ‘public spaces’ to terror attack. In the 
wake of the Christchurch mosque attacks, it’s a challenge that has gained sudden 
urgency in New Zealand. Faced with the numeric impossibility of protecting in-
finite public spaces within their jurisdictions, several states have enacted strate-
gies to utilise the considerable ‘eyes and ears’ capability of their private security 
personnel sectors. While the harnessing of numerically superior private security 
guard forces presents opportunities for a more linked-up approach to protect-
ing the public, there are also significant barriers. Despite their massive growth 
in recent decades, private security industries the world over struggle with issues 
- both real and perceived - around pay and conditions, training, standards and
professionalism. With the UK and Australia already having taken steps towards 
public-private security partnerships, to what extent does New Zealand’s private 
security guarding sector constitute a potential national security force-multiplier?

Keywords: New Zealand, national security, counter-terrorism, crowded places, 
public spaces, private security, police, public-private partnership

In the post-9/11 context, the prevalence of terror attacks perpetrated in sporting stadia, 
shopping malls, city sidewalks, tourist hotspots and places of worship, has led to an in-
creasing focus by security commentators and policy makers on locations where people 
congregate – ‘crowded places’ and ‘public spaces’ – as the attack venue of choice of ter-
rorists and fixated persons. These notionally public spaces are often – and increasingly – 

1  Nicholas Dynon is Chief Editor of New Zealand Security Magazine and Line of Defence Magazine 
and Group Marketing Manager at Optic Security Group. He holds an M.A. (ANU), an M.IntS Hons (Uni-
versity of Sydney) and a Private Security (CC, PSG, PRG, PI, SC) Certificate of Approval (PSPLA). Con-
tact nxdynon@hotmail.com. The author wishes to thank Mr Gary Morrison and Mr Andrew Thorburn 
for the insights each provided at interview. Their comments were made in a personal capacity and do not 
represent those of their respective organisations/employers.
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privately rather than publicly owned. In the shopping malls, retail precincts, entertain-
ment and leisure complexes and al fresco café footpaths of contemporary New Zealand, 
notions of public and private space have become increasingly complex. From a public 
or community security perspective, this presents challenges in terms of the proximity 
of the state to these sites for the purposes of visual surveillance and incident response.

The rise of the private security industry in recent decades is in large part the product of 
the privatisation of (i) publicly provided security services (policing), and (ii) publicly 
owned space. The proliferation of ‘privately owned public spaces’ (POPS) has fuelled 
growth in private security. On the one hand, the state has pushed responsibilities for 
the surveillance and policing of these spaces onto the private sector, while on the oth-
er hand venue owners see commercial and legal compliance benefits in providing for 
the security of their patrons/visitors. With so-called public spaces and crowded places 
now of significance to state counter-terror and national security considerations, private 
security presents as a potential national security enabler that remains as yet largely un-
tapped. 

The proposition that private security may be harnessed purposefully by the state as a 
national security enabler has been raised – and indeed enacted – in several jurisdictions 
internationally. In the UK, for example, Project Griffin was established in 2004 to bring 
together police, fire and ambulance services, private security and government agencies 
to deter and disrupt terrorist and extremist activity. By 2018, the approach had become 
part of the United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism:

We will seek a more integrated relationship with the private sector both 
to better protect our economic infrastructure and to scale our ability to 
tackle terrorism… We will jointly with industry improve security at ven-
ues in the UK, gain faster alerts to suspicious purchases and design out 
vulnerabilities in our infrastructure or in products that terrorists exploit.1

In Australia, a Project Griffin spin-off was established in 2007 by Victoria Police Count-
er-Terrorism and Emergency Management Division to train security staff on identify-
ing potential threats to client premises; and in 2017, Australia’s Strategy for Protecting 
Crowded Places from Terrorism identified a key role for private security consultants in 
advising owners and operators of crowded places. Against this background, the Austra-
lian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) published a Special Report in October 2018 titled 
Safety in numbers: Australia’s private security guard force and counterterrorism. Authored 
by Bergin, Williams and Dixon, the report explores the feasibility of the private security 
personnel industry playing a role in Australia’s counter-terror efforts.2 The challenges 
and opportunities identified in that report, as this paper will discuss, share many paral-
lels with the New Zealand context. 
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Examining the current state of public-private cooperation in security matters in New 
Zealand, this paper explores the potential for the harnessing of the non-government 
security sector as a counter-terror force multiplier.

A Public-Private Security Continuum

National security

According to New Zealand’s National Security System Handbook, “National security is 
the condition which permits the citizens of a state to go about their daily business con-
fidently free from fear and able to make the most of opportunities to advance their 
way of life. It encompasses the preparedness, protection and preservation of people, 
and of property and information, both tangible and intangible.”3 Following from this 
definition, both the Handbook and the New Zealand Defence White Paper 2016 list ‘seven 
overarching national security objectives’, from preserving sovereignty and territorial in-
tegrity, to protecting lines of communication, to public order and protecting the safety 
of citizens and communities.4 

The wide-ranging definition of national security employed by both documents flows 
from the 2001 Cabinet decision that New Zealand take an “all hazards – all risks” ap-
proach to national security.5 According to the 2016 Controller and Auditor-General 
report Governance of the National Security System, this approach “means that the [Na-
tional Security] System includes all risks to national security, whether internal or ex-
ternal, human or natural”.6 Incorporating elements of both ‘national security’, which 
is traditionally seen as ‘outward facing’ and domestically-focused ‘homeland security’, 
this all-embracing notion of national security can also be understood in terms of the 
concept of ‘human security’, which shifts security away from its traditional focus on the 
state to a focus on people.7 

New Zealand’s capacity to deal with the full range of national security challenges, ac-
knowledges the National Security System Handbook, requires a system “able to leverage 
partnerships between government agencies, local government, private companies, 
and individuals.” Indeed, the 2012 Formal Review of the New Zealand Police by Treasury, 
State Services Commission (SSC) and the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 
(DPMC) acknowledges the role of private security firms in “providing a first response 
capability and contributing to the safety of New Zealand communities.” Such recogni-
tion, however, is largely platitudinal. In reality, the private security industry is given no 
place in the National Security System, and industry peak bodies, such as the New Zea-
land Security Association (NZSA), are not engaged by police or relevant government 
agencies on matters of security planning despite efforts to achieve cut-through. The 
lack of a published national security or counter-terrorism strategy, as noted by Azizian 
and Rothery8 – let alone one that acknowledges any role for the private security sector 
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– isn’t helpful. In the New Zealand context, although the state in general and the police
in particular have a history of engaging private security providers, this has tended to be 
in relation to lower-value, routine activities only. International experience suggests that 
New Zealand lags behind other comparable jurisdictions, such as Sweden, the UK and 
Australia, in fostering public-private cooperation in the security sector. 

Private versus public security sector

This paper focuses on the activities of three of the eight classes of ‘persons’ (individuals 
and companies) who are required by Section 23 of the Private Security Personnel and Pri-
vate Investigators Act 2010 (PSPPI Act) to hold a private security licence or certificate of 
approval (CoA); specifically property guards, personal guards, and crowd controllers.9 
These persons are described as operating within the ‘personnel’ sector of the broader 
security industry, although definitions of this sector vary considerably, and questions 
among researchers over which occupations constitute it remain unresolved. Defini-
tions invariably include roles such as door staff, bouncers and bar security, stewards, 
concierge staff, gatehouse staff, close personal protection officers, bodyguards, static 
guards, watchpersons, covert and overt loss prevention officers, cash-in-transit officers, 
behaviour detection officers, patrol officers, alarm responders, and control room and 
monitoring centre operators. 

Although the private security industry tends to be defined in terms of what distinguish-
es it from providers of public security services, such as the police, the dichotomies be-
tween ‘public’ and ‘private’ police and policing are widely seen as increasingly unclear. 
Traditional policing activities are now conducted not just by ‘the police’ but by a host 
of private and non-government operatives who use a range of empowerment tools and 
resources at their disposal, including criminal law, by-laws, and non-legal instruments 
such as conditions of entry. Terms such as ‘pluralisation’, ‘greying’ or ‘fragmentation’ of 
policing, ‘para-’ or ‘hybrid’ policing, ‘continuum of activity’, ‘security quilt’ and ‘mixed 
economy of protection’ are used to describe this dynamic.10 Such nomenclature is re-
flected in the aforementioned 2012 Formal Review of the New Zealand Police:

An opportunity for improving policing outcomes, and managing the 
growing demand for Police assistance, is for Police to find ways to work 
more effectively in a pluralistic policing environment. In many commu-
nities Police is one of a number of ‘policing’ agencies.

The growing role of the private security sector globally in law enforcement and related 
activities – including in New Zealand – is widely acknowledged.11 Indeed, according to 
Button, there “are very few activities in the broader criminal justice system and polic-
ing that private security is not undertaking or is not capable of doing.”12 Stenning and 
Shearing list three often-cited explanations for this growth in private security: (i) the 
privatisation of publicly provided services and ‘responsibilisation’ strategies encouraged 
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by neo-liberal governance agendas; (ii) changes in the nature of property ownership, 
in particular the development of privately owned public spaces; and (iii) filling gaps 
in public policing services in times of fiscal cuts (although this could be classified as a 
subset of ‘responsibilisation’).

Privatisation of publicly provided services

Private security is widely seen as the market’s answer to the retreat of the state from 
certain public policing functions, yet this is an area contested among researchers. The 
rise of private security is seen by some as a reaction to the perceived institutional failure 
of public security. Pavarini, for example, notes that public efforts to provide safeguards 
against criminality “are perceived as being unable to meet the social demand for secu-
rity.”13 This, he suggests, may be more the result of subjective perceptions of insecurity 
as opposed to an increase in levels of actual insecurity. Others, such as Cleghorn et al, 
point to rising crime rate statistics as a driving force for the industry’s growth.14 A range 
of perspectives are summed up by Zedner:

Security is bought because people can afford to do so; because they have 
so internalised the ‘responsibilisation’ strategies of governments they 
consider it their duty to do so; because it adds value to their property; 
reduces their insurance premiums; or prevents them from falling behind 
their more security conscious neighbours.15

In the UK, promotion by the state of private sector involvement in criminal justice 
through legislative change, outsourcing and the fostering of partnerships has bolstered 
the legitimacy of the private security industry and resulted in a greater public security 
role for private security providers. Project Griffin is perhaps the best-known example 
of this. Garland describes this trend as a strategy of ‘responsibilisation’ in which the 
state seeks to promote action by non-state organisations in a ‘shared’ approach to crime 
control.16 

According to Cleghorn et al, up until the 1980s “most New Zealanders believed that 
their personal protection and the protection of their property was guaranteed by the 
Government through its law enforcement agencies.”17 Decades of privatisation and de-
regulation following 1974’s Private Investigators and Security Guards Act have to some ex-
tent diluted the state’s security monopoly into a more complex dominance supported by 
a network of non-government suppliers and stakeholders. Bradley notes that between 
1976 and 2012 the country’s licensed security industry grew by over 1,000%, while over 
the same period, the police grew by a relatively modest 117%.18 Such figures support 
the notion shared by NZSA CEO Gary Morrison and ASIS International New Zealand 
Chapter (ASIS NZ)19 Chair Andrew Thorburn that “the driver [for industry growth] 
has been where private policing is taking over from what is no longer public policing”.20 
According to Morrison, the growth in mobile security patrols, for example, stems from 
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police no longer providing alarm response services. In addition, private security has 
taken over the police functions of security of cash and valuables in transit, and the se-
curing of public events. Private security personnel also undertake first-responder, pub-
lic safety and crime prevention roles in the course of carrying out their work on client 
sites, such as conducting visual surveillance of the site (via either patrolling or overt 
CCTV monitoring), assisting in the recovery of stolen vehicles (including via automatic 
number plate recognition surveillance integrated with police systems), assisting in the 
apprehension of persons of interest,21 handing-over when responding to incidents re-
quiring police presence, and providing witness statements in court.

Morrison also notes that significant growth in the personnel sector is the result of gov-
ernment authorities (such as city and district councils) outsourcing compliance-type 
functions, such as noise, smoke and animal control, freedom camper by-law enforce-
ment, parking enforcement, permit issuance, speed enforcement, and security func-
tions that were hitherto provided in-house. Private security providers deliver security 
guarding, patrol and alarm response services to government buildings, military bases, 
hospitals, educational institutions, ports and critical infrastructure. The industry also 
provides security for specific central government agency activities, such as Ministry for 
Primary Industries (MPI) 1080 poison drops, Department of Corrections prison escort 
and court custodial services,22 and the electronic monitoring of thousands of offenders 
serving community-based sentences and defendants on electronic bail.

Privatisation of public space

Heralded as “New Zealand’s first American-styled shopping centre”, Lynnmall opened 
in West Auckland on 30 October 1963. Since the 1960s, notes Walrond, “there has been a 
trend toward public life taking place on private property,23 with recent decades witness-
ing what has been referred to as ‘spatial privatisation’ or the ‘mass privatisation’ or ‘terri-
torialisation’ of public space, including the privatisation of public space ownership and 
management.24 Shopping malls, entertainment and lifestyle complexes, sporting and 
leisure centres and transport hubs are described as examples of ‘privately owned public 
spaces’ (POPS), ‘augmented’, ‘semi-‘ or ‘pseudo public space’.25 According to Wakefield, 
the expansion of mass private property environments in the UK and elsewhere is iden-
tified by several researchers as a key factor in the growth of private security, “as property 
owners have recognised the commercial benefits of employing their own security forc-
es.”26 Rice notes, for example, that shoppers “often say they feel safer [in malls] than on 
traditional shopping streets” due to being sheltered from the weather and protected by 
private security guards.27 University of Auckland researchers Alison Greenaway et al., 
note the increasing privatisation of public space management in Auckland through the 
use of private security guards “and the ‘cleaning up’ of public spaces”.28

Publics in the UK, Australia and New Zealand are spending increasing amounts of time 
in POPS like shopping centres to the extent that these sites have become the subject 
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of legal and philosophical debate over accessibility, surveillance and conditions of en-
try.29 A number of researchers, including Giddens and Wakefield, note that designers 
and managers of POPS foster a sense of ‘ontological security’ among the users of their 
spaces, using safety and security as a key element in the attraction of patronage and, 
ultimately, the achievement of commercial success. Private security officers in these 
locations often enforce rules and behavioural conditions set by premise owners that 
are more restrictive than one might be subject to in a public space owned by the state. 

Spatial privatisation is not limited to single buildings, with multi-building ‘precincts’ 
and in some cases multiple city blocks – and the lanes and thoroughfares that criss-
cross them – in private hands. Minton, for example, notes “the rise of individual land-
lords owning and managing entire city centre schemes.”30 This can be seen in massive 
multi-block developments, such as London’s Canary Wharf, but also in New Zealand 
in developments such as downtown Auckland’s privately-owned Britomart precinct. 
Importantly, and as critics of spatial privatisation note, given that POPS have the look 
and feel of public land, a pedestrian may not have any awareness of where the public 
land ends and privately-owned space begins.31According to Auckland CBD business 
association Heart of the City:

We’ve seen a laneway renaissance in downtown Auckland over the last 
few years, with property owners turning under-used ground floors and 
carparks into vibrant areas for bars, cafes, and most importantly, people... 
One thing that Britomart and the Fort Street area have in common is the 
blurring between public and private spaces, with privately owned lane-
ways that look like public streets and even have the same style of paving 
stones carrying through from the street outside.32 

In shared-street contexts, there is also the dynamic of what Kayden terms ‘café creep,’  
‘brasserie bulge’ or ‘trattoria trickle’ – where publicly-owned space is encroached upon 
by private shop operators. Occuring on sidewalks, pedestrian laneways and pedestrian-
ised malls that are typically highly vulnerable to terror and fixated person attack, these 
spaces further complicate the already complex relationship between public and private 
spaces and the management of the security and safety of these.33

Security Guards: A counter-terror force-multiplier?

Superior numbers

The aforementioned growth in the private security industry is best illustrated by the 
fact that in recent decades in increases in private security personnel numbers have out-
stripped that of police personnel numbers. As Button notes, research confirms that this 
expansion has led to the outnumbering of police officers by private security personnel 
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in most industrialised countries,34 with the average security officer-to-police officer ra-
tio across the UK, Australia and New Zealand averaging around 2:1.

In the UK it is speculated that private security outnumbers police by a ratio as high as 
two-to-one, equating to a possible 300,000 employees.35 By comparison, in March 2018, 
there were 125,651 police officers in England and Wales (in 1979 there were around 
110,000).36 Of Australia, Sarre and Prenzler note that “the security industry is growing 
at a faster rate than both the increasing growth in police numbers and the Australian 
population.” Consistent with the UK, they suggest that the industry personnel may out-
number police by two-to-one.37 The authors of the ASPI Special Report estimate the to-
tal number of guard and crowd control license holders to number more than 120,000 
(from a total of 190,000 licenses given that many individuals hold licenses across mul-
tiple classes). By comparison, they note that Australia possesses approximately 56,750 
police and 58,060 permanent defence force personnel.

In 1996, New Zealand’s security industry was made up of 968 license-holding business-
es (a 53 percent increase on 1986), 5,380 CoA holders (employees), and an estimated 
1,600 illegal operators.38 According to Bradley, as of December 2016, 24,294 persons 
were holders of an individual license or CoA (each one covering any number of the 
eight licensing categories) – an over four-fold increase on the number 20 years previ-
ously. By comparison, as of 30 June 2016, the New Zealand Police numbered 12,034 
(9,004 sworn and 3,013 unsworn) members, and as of June 2017 the New Zealand De-
fence Force totalled 11,900 active personnel.

In the case of Australia, the ASPI Special Report claims that the private security sector 
has – in some areas – resources and capabilities beyond those of government. “It has the 
bulk of personnel responsible for guarding assets and events and for providing an im-
mediate response to an incident.”39 Both in Australia and New Zealand, the sector also 
has a comparative ability to ‘surge’ in response to unexpected demand. The larger secu-
rity guarding and patrol providers, for example, maintain pools of temporary staff and 
networks of trusted sub-contractors for work that exceeds their permanent in-house 
capacity or geographic footprint.

On the spot in public spaces

In stadium-based terrorist attacks in Paris in 2015 and Manchester in 2017, notes the 
ASPI Special Report, the interventions of security guards in denying entry to would-be 
bombers resulted in there being fewer fatalities than might have otherwise have been 
the case. In November 2018, when a deranged individual took to Melbourne’s Bourke 
Street with a gas cylinder-laden ute, a large knife, and an apparent intent to cause harm, 
three members of the public were randomly stabbed, including an on-duty SECU-
REcorp security guard. It all happened so fast that the guard had no opportunity to 
defend himself against the initial blow. Had things been different and he’d had time to 
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observe, report and react, he would have effectively been the first responder. Victoria 
Police officers arrived at the scene minutes later. 

Sarre and Prenzler make the quite reasonable assertion that “citizens are far more likely 
to encounter private security personnel (and their security devices) than police officers 
in their day to day activities.”40 Collectively, private security officers possesses a relative 
‘surveillance ubiquity’ due to their number, and also due to the fact that they are de-
ployed to the very type of publicly and privately owned ‘public places’ that have become 
the venues of recent weapons attacks and acts of terror. In the event of an attack they 
may be already at the scene, or otherwise positioned closer to it than the nearest police 
officer. They also cost less than state-provided security and law enforcement.

While an attacker’s choice of weapon has been shown in recent examples to be depen-
dent on availability and opportunity, such as automatic assault rifles in Christchurch, 
hostile vehicle in Nice, knives in Melbourne and London, and bombs in Paris, London 
and elsewhere, the one constant in these attacks is the choice of a public space as venue. 
From a counter-terrorism preparedness perspective, it is these very spaces and their 
owners and operators that have become the focus of government strategies such as the 
Australia-New Zealand Counter-Terrorism Committee’s (ANZCTC) Australia’s Strate-
gy for Protecting Crowded Places from Terrorism.

On any given day, private security personnel provide security to any number of malls, 
office buildings, transport hubs, government offices, defence facilities and critical in-
frastructure sites. The point is, private security staff could be the ‘eyes and ears’ before 
any attack and the first response after any security-related incident, and they are more 
likely than their defence and law enforcement colleagues to be ‘on the spot’. Superior 
personnel numbers and ubiquity in public spaces are characteristics that support the 
proposition that the private security industry is well-placed to serve as a potential na-
tional security enabler. But it’s a proposition that has its problems. Although numerical-
ly strong, the licensed security guard population is widely considered to be low skilled, 
and their generally low wages reinforce this. Although regulated, barriers to entry and 
compliance mechanisms reflect a regulatory light touch, and the industry suffers from 
a poor reputation among the public and among government security and law enforce-
ment partners. All together these present barriers limiting the potential of the industry 
to play a meaningful and formalised role in New Zealand’s national security.

Low skilled, minimum wage

Within the OECD, security guarding is widely considered a low-skill, low-wage oc-
cupation. “National security planners and police generally view the guarding sector 
as low-paid, entry-level employment that anyone can do with minimal training,” state 
the authors of the ASPI Special Report.41 The NZSA’s Gary Morrison explains that se-
curity providers in New Zealand have tended to provide “low-level functions that are  
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perceived as not requiring a high skills base or level of training.”42 The security industry 
is not widely viewed as a career option of choice, and ultimately neither does it tend to 
be regarded an actual career. According to Couper and O’Donnell, private security is 
“not seen as a profession in New Zealand at all despite the fact that it is in many oth-
er jurisdictions.”43 ASIS NZ’s Andrew Thorburn argues that this needs to change. “We 
need to show people that there is a pathway from being a security telephony operator to 
a static officer to a mobile patrol officer and to a supervisor and manager, and perhaps 
recruitment to the police or military.”44

Under the PSPPI Act, all companies and workers in the security industry must hold ap-
propriate licences as evidence of meeting fit and proper requirements, but those require-
ments are widely seen as constituting a very low barrier to entry. Couper and O’Donnell 
comment that the security licensing regime “brought us nothing apart from a 40-hour 
requirement for mandatory training for door controllers and security officers” and no 
other requirement for training.45 These 40 hours equate to three NZQA unit standards 
which, they point out, represent a small proportion of the units that constitute the Na-
tional Certificate in Security (Level 2)] Lawton concurs that the mandatory training 
requirement is insufficient, covering only basic security law and conflict resolution, and 
should be viewed as a minimum. Lawton makes the comparison that mandatory train-
ing in Australia covers the majority of the content of the National Certificate in Security 
(Level 2)).46 Mandatory training, according to Morrison, provides security personnel 
“with the bare minimum to give them the ability to go and start working safely with a 
minimum degree of knowledge that would be built up from there.” Thorburn believes 
that mandatory licensing and mandatory training has not had the positive impact it was 
intended to have, nor has it resulted in more capable security officers, nor mitigated the 
risk of injury to them.

According to Morrison, only 15% of security guards go on to NZQA qualifications be-
yond mandatory training (i.e. National Certificate in Security (Level 2) or above). The 
E tu union, which represents workers in the security sector, has pushed for some time 
for a collective agreement to improve wages and include free Level 2 training in the first 
year of employment, but its overtures to providers have fallen flat. Some providers have 
looked to pass the ‘living wage’ to their employees and to offer Level 2 as part of an en-
hanced induction training programme, but in many cases such moves are client-specific 
(i.e. passed onto only those employees working within certain contracts that require 
it) rather than across the board. Couper and O’Donnell also believe that appropriate 
training is lacking beyond the entry level. “The only real training that’s going on is man-
datory training and little tiny pockets of other training, such as the CPP and PSP ASIS 
accreditations.”47 While a National Diploma in Security (Level 6) exists, there is virtually 
no up-take of this qualification.

The problem, as described by the NZQA, is that the industry is “a competitive and 
price-sensitive environment with a high staff turnover”48 of mainly part-timers, often 
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on minimum wages and working long hours.49 This is echoed by Moriarty, who charac-
terises security in New Zealand as “a low margin business with no appetite for training 
beyond the basics... dumbed down through the process of having security companies 
compete over lower rates of pay per hour for contracts”.  According to Thorburn, con-
tinuing high rates of staff attrition:

are not a very good indicator that we’re doing things right… As long as 
it’s a minimum wage industry, the perception is always going to be that it 
is low entry, low skill, and attracts a low IQ individual.50

Public and police perception

Negative perceptions of the professionalism of private security officers are held by law 
enforcement agencies on both sides of the Tasman. According to the ASPI Special Re-
port, national security planners and police “generally view the guarding sector as low-
paid, entry-level employment that anyone can do with minimal training,” and because 
of this they have a perception that private security officers “aren’t valuable”.51 One se-
curity manager interviewed for the ASPI Special Report goes so far as stating that the 
police “treat us like idiots.” Similarly, the NZSA’s Morrison observes that a dominant 
perception within New Zealand Police of private security officers is that they are “rea-
sonably low skilled, there to provide a certain function and probably not beyond that.”52 

Such negative perceptions are not helped by the fallout from the Southern Response 
controversy and resulting Report of the State Services Commission (SSC) Inquiry into 
the Use of External Security Consultants by Government Agencies, published 18 December 
2018. Addressing public concern over the use of external consultants by government 
agencies to undertake intrusive activities, the report focused on government use of 
Thompson and Clark Investigations Ltd to conduct surveillance of individual insurance 
claimants. Although the report noted the “wide range of security camera and security 
guard providers that are properly engaged by government agencies,” the controversy 
nevertheless prompted many agencies to review their interactions with private security 
providers.53

Thirteen days prior to the release of the SSC inquiry report, New Zealand Police pub-
lished the findings of an internal investigation conducted in light of public concerns 
that the SSC’s inquiry had not included Police due to its statutory independence. The 
report, Engagement of External Security Consultants, found overall Police engagement 
with external security consultants to be consistent with Police values and the New Zea-
land Police Code of Conduct, albeit with isolated exceptions. Among its recommenda-
tions, however, were that policy and training in the areas of managing conflicts of inter-
est and maintaining professional distance be “amended to highlight the particular risks 
of interacting with external security consultants,” and that membership of government 
multi-agency groups formed to coordinate government responses to particular issues 
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be restricted to government agencies only. Such measures risk creating a climate that 
places the security industry at even greater arm’s length from government agencies than 
was previously the case.54

In terms of perception among the New Zealand public, the Police, along with the New 
Zealand Defence Force (NZDF), New Zealand Customs and other government security 
and law enforcement agencies, enjoy positive reputations. This reflects international 
benchmarking, such as Transparency International’s 2019 Corruption Perceptions Index, 
which ranked New Zealand’s public sector the second most least corrupt globally.55 Ac-
cording to the New Zealand Defence Force Annual Report 2014, the results of an inde-
pendent public opinion poll conducted on the NZDF showed that “New Zealanders 
continue to be favourable towards the NZDF”.56 In the Ministry of Justice’s 2014 New 
Zealand Crime & Safety Survey, 73% of respondents rated the Police as excellent/good, 
and 19% as fair. In the Police sponsored 2017-18 Citizens’ Satisfaction Survey, 68% of 
9,000 respondents surveyed reported “full/quite a lot of trust and confidence” in Police, 
and 88% said Police staff were competent.57

In contrast, the involvement of the private security industry in providing services and 
solutions to law enforcement agencies and to the broader economy is not widely un-
derstood or highly regarded. As a low-skilled, poorly paid, lightly-regulated and in-
creasingly transient occupation, security guarding is generally perceived by society in 
unattractive terms. Public perceptions of the industry are disproportionately informed 
by negative stereotypes around its more public-facing roles: the ubiquitous static se-
curity guard, crowd controller and bar security staff. According to Pepper, if security 
providers in New Zealand aren’t investing in these staff “and ensuring they’re properly 
trained for the job they’re doing, the public sees that.”58 ASIS NZ’s Thorburn notes that 
the archetypal security officer posted outside a financial institution:

… will quite often be of retirement age, will not even engage with people 
coming in and out of the client’s property, and at times seem to be asleep 
on their feet. That perception unfortunately is what gets carried across 
to other disciplines, such as patrol officers, alarm response officers, static 
officers for corporate/commercial buildings.59

With guarding constituting the ‘public face’ of the industry, there is also a lack of public 
awareness of the depth and breadth of the industry beyond guarding services (such as 
security consulting, video and electronic surveillance and access control, systems inte-
gration, monitoring centres, GPS-based and autonomous security solutions, analytics, 
investigations and enterprise security risk management services).

Perceptions of private security are also skewed by media sensationalism around such 
issues as the use of unreasonable force by bar security staff and over-zealous security 
management of crowd behaviour at sporting events. In her Australia-focussed research, 
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Hayes-Jonkers identifies rhetorical and discursive strategies used in news reports to 
undermine bouncers’ credibility and portray the security industry as staffed with vio-
lent, undertrained, criminal personnel. “Under- and over-statements, metaphors, and 
metonymic concepts, together with lexical choice, styles and structures,” states Hayes-
Jonkers, “are used freely by the news media to vilify, discriminate against and discredit 
bouncers.60 In research on press depictions of Sydney’s night-time economy, Wadds 
argues that print media reflects public ambivalence and insecurity by representing the 
private security industry as unruly and violent, and with links to criminality.61 

Light touch regulation

The authors of the ASPI Special Report, noting the training, standards and perception 
challenges facing Australia’s security industry, suggest that a nationally consistent vet-
ting, training and licensing system would “greatly enhance the ability of licensed securi-
ty officers to identify, prevent and respond to critical incidents and hostile threats, such 
as terrorism.”62 They recommend the establishment of a federal Security Industry Au-
thority (SIA) responsible to Australia’s Minister for Home Affairs. Its functions would 
include: (i) the integration of the private security manpower sector into Australia’s 
counter-terrorism strategy; (ii) ‘fit and proper person’ definition and assessment; (iii) 
training development and monitoring of delivery standards; (iv) external confirmation 
of testing and competencies; and (v) the development and promulgation of additional 
CT awareness and training information.

Compared to the UK, US and Australia, New Zealand’s private security industry is 
lightly regulated. The existing regulatory regime provided by the PSPPI Act, and which 
includes the Private Security Personnel Licensing Authority (PSPLA) within the Min-
istry of Justice and the Complaints, Investigation and Prosecution Unit (CIPU) within 
the Department of Internal Affairs, is widely regarded as a ‘light touch’ model focused 
on vetting and administration as opposed to enforcement and best practice. This re-
gime, states Bradley, “leaves the New Zealand public with a state centred regulatory 
system that is insufficiently comprehensive to achieve marked improvements.”63 Mor-
rison observes, however, that recent prosecutions reflect the move to a more punitive 
approach. He notes the recent conviction and fining of Sean Micheals for operating the 
businesses Corporate Group International Limited, Corporate Protection and Security 
International Limited and HD Security Services Limited without a licence. “Security 
services are often in positions of authority and having unlicensed cowboys in the indus-
try puts the public at real risk,” Marty Greentree of the Department of Internal Affairs 
told media in relation to this case. “If people break the law, we will catch them.”64 Thor-
burn argues that in order for there to be sufficient trust of the security industry by those 
interacting with it, there needs to be a greater focus by the PSPLA on prosecutions 
“such as what happens with the SIA in the UK and more recently within Australia.”65
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In the absence of political appetite to legislatively tighten the licensing regime, govern-
ment procurement is emerging in New Zealand as a non-legislative model of standards 
setting. It is not uncommon, for example, for Requests for Tenders/Proposals to require 
tenderers to hold NZSA membership, which provides assurance that at least the pro-
vider is aware of and ‘signed up to’ to the NZSA Code of Professional and Ethical Conduct. 
But this falls short of requiring providers to hold the higher ‘accredited member’ status, 
which is an elective form of NZSA membership that subjects a provider to auditing 
against sector-specific Codes of Practice.66 Morrison notes that in the context of the re-
drafting of the Government Procurement Rules (4th ed.), recent engagement between the 
NZSA and MBIE has focused on improving employment practices in the industry as 
opposed to professional standards. This has led to talk of implementing an ‘approved 
supplier list’ requiring a supplier to be an accredited member of the NZSA and meet 
additional employment conditions-related evidentiary requirements. Such an approach 
would bear similarities to the Approved Contractor Scheme referred to by Bradley, 
which is described as a ‘meta-governance’ model that could supplement and reinforce 
the existing regulatory foundation provided by the PSPPI Act “while compensating for 
some of its weaknesses”.

According to Morrison, however, although MBIE’s employment conditions focus is a 
positive step, it also represents a missed opportunity. In particular, an NZSA recom-
mendation to MBIE that the Government Protective Security Requirements (PSR) be 
highlighted as a component of the Government’s procurement of security services has 
failed to receive traction. The role of the state in procurement-led approaches to stan-
dards setting within the industry is perhaps further undermined by the fact that many 
of the providers listed on relevant government procurement panels (i.e. the ICT Securi-
ty and Related Services Panel and Protective Security Services Sub-Panel) are not hold-
ers of security licenses. “You have IT security consultants advising government who 
are not licensed,” states Thorburn. “They are not going through the same criteria that 
the law was intended for. Government must lead by example.” In summary, there exists 
significant room for the state to take a more proactive role in raising basic standards - by 
either a legislative or procurement-led approach.

Conclusion

New Zealand’s 20,000-strong private security personnel sector is a potential national 
security enabler that remains largely untapped. The sector contributes to the security of 
New Zealanders in the various roles it performs for public and private sector clients, and 
it does so successfully despite issues around pay, skills and standards. Security guards 
are more voluminous and ubiquitous than beat police and they effect surveillance and 
public order functions in most of the places where members of the public choose to 
congregate. Yet the private security industry does not feature in the National Security 
System, it is absent from national security planning, and there exists not a single insti-
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tutionalised relationship between the industry and any of the government agencies one 
might assume it would have a relationship with. 

Relative to comparable jurisdictions internationally, public-private cooperation in se-
curity in New Zealand is hampered by a continuing assumption by the state of its own 
absolute preponderance in security affairs. Ironically, this assumption is at odds with 
the dynamic of government-driven responsibilisation that has fuelled the industry’s 
spectacular growth. Exactly how the state might more meaningfully engage with the 
sector, and how it might harness the surveillance, reporting, incident response and se-
curity management roles of the private security industry as a ‘complementary capabil-
ity’ in the national interest are questions that naturally lead from the above discussion. 
They are – or ought to be – inevitable questions, the answers to which have the potential 
to make New Zealand’s public places – and the people who frequent them – safer.
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