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DISCLAIMER

This publication is an independent historical and policy discussion document prepared solely for public-interest debate. It is 
not legal, Treaty, constitutional, immigration, citizenship, financial or other professional advice and must not be relied upon as 
such. Historical terminology may reflect colonial institutions and is used only to explain the relevant period. Data, legislation, 
court decisions and public policy may change after publication. Every material claim should be checked against current 
primary legislation, judgments, official statistics and archival sources before quotation or republication. FIXNZ does not allege 
unlawful conduct or improper motive by any identifiable living person. References to ethnic, national, religious or migrant 
communities describe historical or institutional patterns and must not be applied to individuals. Views are those of FIXNZ and 
do not represent any government agency, court, iwi, religious body, employer or cited organisation. Citation does not imply 
endorsement. To the fullest extent permitted by law, FIXNZ disclaims liability for loss arising from reliance on this publication; 
nothing in this disclaimer excludes responsibility that cannot lawfully be excluded.



FIXNZ | Data, evidence and reform for a better New Zealand
www.fixnz.org | Version 1.0 | Published June 2026

Executive Summary
Article 3 of the Treaty of Waitangi promised Māori the protection of the Crown and the rights and privileges of British subjects. 
This commitment created a lasting standard against which New Zealand citizenship, migration policy and public institutions 
can be judged.

The country later moved from imperial subjecthood to an independent citizenship regime, while its population changed from a 
predominantly Māori society, to a British settler colony, and then to a highly diverse modern state.

Core conclusion: the Treaty commitment to equal civil status did not end in 1840. It remains relevant 
whenever New Zealand decides who belongs, who is protected and how equal citizenship is made real.

1. Article 3 and the Promise of Citizenship

1.1 Rights and Privileges of British Subjects
The English text of Article 3 extended royal protection to Māori and 'imparts to them all the Rights and Privileges of British 
Subjects'. The Māori text conveyed a promise of equal treatment and the same rights under the new order.

 The commitment was both protective and political.
 It linked Crown authority to duties toward Māori.
 It created an expectation of equal legal status.
 It did not resolve the separate Article 2 question of authority over lands, resources and taonga.

Article 3 is therefore best understood as a citizenship promise within a Treaty that also protected collective rights.

1.2 Equality in Law and Inequality in Practice
Formal subject status did not guarantee equal access to institutions. Nineteenth-century voting, landholding and court 
systems were shaped around British legal forms.

 Collective Māori landholding did not fit easily within property-based electoral rules.
 Land confiscation and alienation weakened the material base of citizenship.
 Language and institutional barriers limited access to law and administration.
 Dedicated Māori representation partly addressed exclusion but did not remove it.

Citizenship is not fully equal when formal rights exist but the institutions needed to exercise them remain 
inaccessible.

2. From Imperial Subjecthood to National Citizenship

2.1 British Subjecthood
For most of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, New Zealanders were legally British subjects. Their status derived 
from the imperial Crown rather than a separate national citizenship.

 The legal category applied across much of the British Empire.
 Migration within the empire was comparatively open for preferred British populations.
 Non-British and non-European migrants faced greater barriers.

The system treated imperial belonging as the primary framework of citizenship.
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2.2 The 1948 Settlement
The British Nationality and New Zealand Citizenship Act 1948 created the formal status of New Zealand citizen from 1949.

 New Zealand citizenship was established as a national legal category.
 British subject status continued alongside it during the transition.
 The new status reflected growing legislative and constitutional independence.

The 1948 law converted a Treaty-era promise of British subject rights into a modern national citizenship framework.

2.3 The Citizenship Act 1977
The Citizenship Act 1977 further consolidated New Zealand citizenship as the country's principal nationality status.

 It defined citizenship by birth, descent and grant.
 It established modern procedures for naturalisation and loss of citizenship.
 It moved administration away from older imperial terminology.

The law modernised the form of citizenship, but the underlying Treaty question remained: whether legal status produced 
equal protection and participation in practice.

3. Immigration Policy and the Boundaries of Belonging
New Zealand immigration policy historically reflected a preference for British and selected European settlers.

 Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century policy supported a 'White New Zealand' orientation.
 Asian migration was restricted through taxes, permit rules and administrative discrimination.
 Post-war reform gradually removed explicit racial selection.
 Modern policy focuses more heavily on skills, labour demand, family connection and humanitarian categories.

The removal of formal racial barriers was a major shift, but immigration selection still shapes the social and economic 
composition of future citizenship.
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4. Two Migration Eras

4.1 The Settler Expansion Era
Between the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, assisted migration and economic expansion transformed 
the country's population.

 The settler population grew rapidly.
 Māori population share fell sharply as a result of disease, dispossession and large-scale immigration.
 Public works and agricultural development supported employment.
 Immigration was part of a wider project of state-building and territorial consolidation.

By the early twentieth century, New Zealand had become overwhelmingly European in demographic composition.

4.2 The Modern Migration Era, 2015-2025
Recent migration has been more diverse and driven by labour demand, education, family reunion and global mobility.

 The overseas-born population reached close to three in ten residents.
 Migration expanded Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and other communities.
 Temporary work and student pathways became major channels.
 Population growth increasingly outpaced housing and infrastructure in some periods.

Unlike the settler era, modern migration operates within a democratic and rights-based framework, but it still redistributes 
labour power, housing demand and public-service capacity.

5. Population, Identity and Demographic Change
Population dimension Historical pattern Modern pattern

Māori and European balance Māori majority became a small minority 
through settler expansion

Māori population share is rising again

Overseas-born population Primarily British and Irish Highly diverse and close to 29% of 
residents

Ethnic composition Predominantly European by the 
twentieth century

European, Māori, Asian and Pacific 
populations all substantial

Religious pattern Christian institutions dominant No religion is the majority position; 
multiple faiths are established

The categories overlap because individuals can identify with more than one ethnicity. The broad direction, however, is clear: 
New Zealand has moved from a settler society toward a bicultural and multicultural state.

6. Economic Conditions and Migration

6.1 Late Nineteenth-Century Growth
The period from the 1890s to the early twentieth century combined agricultural expansion, export growth, infrastructure 
investment and relatively strong employment.

 Public works connected farms and towns.
 Real wages and labour demand improved in the expansionary period.
 Migration was closely tied to land development and production.

Economic growth and migration were coordinated through direct public investment to a greater degree than in many later 
periods.
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6.2 The 2015-2025 Cycle
 Economic growth was moderate before the pandemic.
 The 2020 lockdown produced a severe quarterly contraction.
 Reopening produced a sharp rebound followed by inflation and slower growth.
 Unemployment remained comparatively low through much of the decade before rising again.

The modern economy is more service-based, globally connected and financially exposed than the settler economy.

7. Housing and Infrastructure
The source report contrasts the relative absence of a modern housing-affordability crisis in the early settler period with severe 
pressure in the twenty-first century.

 Rapid population growth increased housing demand.
 Low interest rates and restricted supply lifted prices.
 Auckland became one of the country's least affordable housing markets.
 Water, transport, healthcare and education capacity often lagged behind population growth.

The lesson is not that migration alone causes unaffordability. The problem arises when population growth, land supply, 
finance and infrastructure planning are poorly aligned.
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8. Religion and Citizenship in a Diverse Society
The Treaty was negotiated in a society deeply influenced by Christian missionaries. Modern New Zealand is much more 
secular and religiously diverse.

 A majority reported no religion in the 2023 Census.
 Christianity remains historically significant but no longer defines common identity.
 Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Buddhist and other communities have grown.
 Public services increasingly need religious and cultural competence.

Equal citizenship requires that no faith community be treated as inherently foreign, while all communities remain subject to 
common law.

9. Immigration, Religion and Public Services
Official data generally do not cross-tabulate every visa category by religion, so precise claims about the religious composition 
of visa holders are not available.

 Ethnicity and source-country data can provide only rough indications.
 Schools, hospitals, prisons and workplaces may need accommodation for diet, worship and religious observance.
 Accommodation should be reasonable, transparent and consistent with safety and equal treatment.
 Community dialogue is more effective than stereotyping when resource pressures create tension.

Religious diversity is not itself a governance failure. Problems arise when public institutions are unprepared or when social 
anxiety is converted into collective suspicion.

10. Temporary Migrants and Partial Citizenship
Many lawful migrants contribute through work and taxation without possessing the complete rights of citizens or permanent 
residents.

 Temporary workers generally lack national voting rights.
 Access to welfare and public services is more limited.
 Employer-linked visas can weaken bargaining power.
 Long-term presence does not always guarantee residence or citizenship.

Temporary status is legally distinct from citizenship, but a large long-term temporary population can create a class of partial 
members whose obligations exceed their political voice.

11. Treaty Commitments in a Multicultural State
Te Tiriti established a specific relationship between Māori and the Crown. Later migrants enter a country in which that 
relationship already exists.

 Māori rights do not arise from migrant-minority status.
 New citizens should understand the Treaty foundation of the state.
 Treaty recognition should not diminish the equal civil status promised by Article 3.
 Multicultural inclusion should not erase indigenous rights.

The task is to build a civic framework that is both Treaty-based and open to citizens of every lawful background.

12. Principles for a Modern Citizenship Settlement
 Treat Article 3 as a continuing commitment to equal civil status and Crown protection.
 Link immigration settings to housing, infrastructure and public-service capacity.
 Provide clear and realistic pathways from long-term residence to citizenship.
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 Preserve equal voting rights and reject ethnic, religious or tax-weighted voting.
 Recognise Māori rights without treating migrant citizens as constitutionally secondary.
 Require public institutions to serve diverse populations under common law.
 Use accurate data and avoid inferring religion from ethnicity or visa category.
 Measure citizenship through real access to law, housing, work and political participation.

FIXNZ principle: New Zealand's future citizenship model must honour the Treaty, protect equal civil status 
and remain capable of integrating a diverse population.

Conclusion
The Treaty of Waitangi created a citizenship commitment before New Zealand possessed a separate national citizenship law. 
That commitment passed through imperial subjecthood, statutory citizenship and repeated waves of migration.

The central challenge has remained consistent: turning legal status into real protection, participation and belonging. A modern 
Treaty state must be able to recognise Māori rights, integrate new citizens and ensure that equality is not merely formal.
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Editorial Note
This English edition preserves the source report's Treaty, demographic, immigration, religious and economic analysis while 
clarifying areas where data were approximate or incomplete. No identifiable living person is accused of misconduct. Historical 
group descriptions are used only to explain institutions and should not be applied to individuals. Time-sensitive migration, 
citizenship, housing and religious data should be checked against current primary sources before republication.
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