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Introduction and role

1.

Tena koe, Madam Chair.

By way of introduction, my name is Grahame Morton and | am the Deputy
Secretary for the Americas and Asia Group at MFAT. In that capacity, I'm
responsible for New Zealand’s relationships across those regions, including

with the United States.

As part of thatrole,  have also been asked to oversee MFAT’s engagement on
critical minerals negotiations with the United States, working alongside MBIE,

which leads the domestic policy framework.

In this summary, | will briefly outline MFAT’s role in relation to critical minerals
and regulation of the New Zealand industry, how that work sits within the
Government’s Minerals Strategy to 2040 (the Minerals Strategy), and then

turn to our more recent engagement with the United States.

Minerals Strategy and MFAT’s place within it

5.
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The Government’s Minerals Strategy was released in January 2025. That
strategy was developed by MBIE and sets the overall direction for the sector,
including how the Crown approaches both economic opportunities and its

commitments under Te Tiriti.

MBIE leads that strategy. MFAT’s role has been more recent and is more
specific, it sits within what the strategy describes as Outcome 3 — building

international partnerships to support resilient supply chains.

In practice, what that means is that we bring a foreign policy perspective to
what is, at its core, a domestic policy area. That includes supporting
participation in global discussions within the context of New Zealand’s
relationships  with other countries and conducting government-
to-government engagement. We do that alongside MBIE, which has expertise
in the industry and leads the domestic policy framework. That work together
on our engagement offshore ensure we remain aligned with the

Government’s priorities, as set out in the Minerals Strategy.

In practice, leads can vary. MBIE leads some international technical and

regulatory work on critical minerals, such as in the Organisation for Economic
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Co-operation and Development or OECD. MFAT has led the negotiations with
the United States but based on advice from MBIE. The Minister for Resources
has been the lead minister in the process. In the division of roles in relation to
the Minerals Strategy, MBIE is responsible for domestic policy settings -
including regulatory frameworks and Treaty considerations in that context -
and MPFAT leads the government — t0 - government engagement on
arrangements that support those domestic policy settings. The two
necessarily overlap, and in practice we work very closely together to ensure

Ministers receive coordinated advice.

Why this work matters internationally

9.

10.

11.

There has been a sharp increase in global interest in critical minerals, driven
by the transition to low-emissions technologies, such as batteries, electric
vehicles, and renewable energy systems, and by concerns about the
concentration of supply chain with a very small number of countries and

producers.

New Zealand has both opportunity and exposure. Our small critical minerals
industry supplies the international market and has potential to grow, as New
Zealand has minerals customers want. At the same time, New Zealand
companies use a variety of critical minerals in processed form in their

products. Having reliable, cost-effective access to those products is important.

MFAT’s role is not about decisions on mining or extraction, which are firmly
within domestic processes, but about ensuring New Zealand is well placed to
achieve resilient supply through international engagement. That involves
actively engaging with partners to understand the evolving global landscape,
to support New Zealand’s economic and foreign policy interests, and to build
relationships that may contribute to more resilient and transparent supply

chains.

Maori interests and MFAT’s engagement practice

12. Turning then to our engagement with Maori.

13. MFAT’s starting point is that bilateral or plurilateral proposals can and do
intersect with Maori interests, particularly where they touch on natural
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14.

15.
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resources, economic development, and the Crown’s obligations under Te
Tiriti. We therefore have established engagement arrangements to discuss
such issues, consistent with the Mediation Agreement with Nga Toki

Whakarururanga, and our broader relationships with Maori partners.

In the context of critical minerals, these arrangements were activated
relatively early. My personal involvement in this is relatively brief, only since
December 2025. However, | have been briefed that questions were first raised
on critical minerals issues in 2024 during discussions on the Indo-Pacific
Economic Framework for Prosperity or IPEF with our Maori partners. We
ensured those concerns were shared across agencies, particularly with MBIE

as the domestic lead as it developed New Zealand’s minerals strategy.

After we received draft text for the proposed US framework in December
2025, we undertook prompt engagement with Nga Toki Whakarururanga, Te
Taumata and FOMA. Our intent in that engagement was very specific. We are
not responsible for determining domestic policy positions. Rather, we
ensured that Maori partners were informed of developments where they had
an interest and were able to provide input. Those perspectives fed into joint
MBIE- MFAT advice to Ministers about engagement in the framework

discussions and was reflected in the Cabinet process.

Treaty considerations in MFAT’s work

16.

17.
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The Minerals Strategy itself recognises the Crown’s commitments under Te
Tiriti. MFAT’s work sits within that strategy. In practical terms, for us, that

means ensuring that:
16.1 engagement takes place early where proposals are relevant;

16.2 Maori perspectives are incorporated into policy advice to

Ministers; and

16.3 any movement from discussions with partner countries into
agreements or concrete steps is subject to New Zealand’s

domestic systems and Cabinet processes.

MFAT values advice from MBIE as the lead policy agency on critical minerals.

MFAT’s role is to represent New Zealand’s positions in negotiations with
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partner countries, and conduct these in a way that is aligned and consistent

with the domestic policy in the minerals framework.

Engagement with the United States

18.

19.

20.

21.

if | turn, then to the engagement with the United States.

Discussion on a framework began in late 2025, when the United States shared

a draft of a proposed bilateral critical minerals framework.

It is important to understand the nature of that proposal. it was proposed as
a non-binding framework, as a high-level statement of cooperation and
shared interest in strengthening collaboration on critical minerals. The US
proposed framework included exploring opportunities to support investment,
technology development, and sustainable extraction and processing

practices.

The US proposed framework was intended to support dialogue and potential
future collaboration. It did not create any legal rights or entitlements,
including rights to access or exploit resources, did not authorise mining
activity, and did not fetter or alter New Zealand’s domestic legal or regulatory

settings, including in relation to Te Tiriti o0 Waitangi.

How MFAT and MBIE worked together

22.

23.

24,

The sequence of engagement to progress this work is an illustration of how

MFAT and MBIE operate together.

MBIE led the assessment of the proposal against the New Zealand Minerals
Strategy and our domestic, legal and policy framework. MFAT led the
government-to-government engagement with the United States and the

conduct of discussions against agreed negotiating positions.

Advice to Ministers was developed jointly, reflecting both domestic and
foreign policy considerations, and including input from Maori engagement

and the other parameters set by Cabinet.

Process, engagement, and advice

25,
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In terms of process, once the initial US proposal was confirmed as something

that engaged our Crown obligations and relationships, MFAT shared
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information with Maori partners in January 2026 and received feedback
shortly after. That feedback was recorded and incorporated into subsequent

advice to Ministers.

Throughout the process to progress the US-proposed framework, MFAT
operates within Cabinet mandates and ensures our engagement offshore

stays aligned with agreed domestic process.

Cabinet decisions and current position

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

Cabinet considered the US proposed arragement in early February 2026 and
decided New Zealand would not enter into the framework at that time,
instead seeking further advice and changes to the arrangement text. Cabinet
subsequently instructed officials to re-engage with the United States on a

non-binding and amended bilateral framework.

At this point, New Zealand has not entered into any arrangement or binding

agreement with the United States on critical minerals.

Because of the current negotiating context, we have to be careful about what
we can say on the proposed framework. All elements of the text remain
subject to ongoing discussions with the United States and to further Cabinet
consideration. | am not able to provide further substantive detail while both

the text and the Crown’s position remain under active development.

Within those constraints, | can confirm that MFAT and MBIE has progressed
work on the framework on a coordinated basis. Engagement with Maori
ensured relevant perspectives were included in the advice provided to

Ministers.

Should a text be agreed in principle, it would be taken by the Minister for
Resources and the Minister of Foreign Affairs to the relevant Cabinet
committee, before final consideration by Cabinet to determine the Crown’s

approach.

Closing

32.
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So, in summary, MFAT’s role is to support achieving the Government’s

objectives under the Minerals Strategy by facilitating New Zealand’s
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engagement on critical minerals overseas. Working in close coordination with
MBIE as the sector policy lead ensures that New Zealand’s engagement with
partner countries is aligned with domestic policy settings in the advice

provided to Ministers.

MFAT has ensured that all engagement with partners, including the United
States, is coordinated, and consistent with Cabinet mandates informed by

engagement with Maori.

It is important to note that the bilateral framework currently under
development does not confer any special privileges or rights. The work
underway to date does not alter New Zealand’s domestic legal framework or
the Crown’s obligations under Te Tiriti, which remain anchored in our

domestic processes.
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