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Biography

(% I his ain’t a damn beauty contest. If you come into politics to be popular, then you’ve picked the
wrong sport’, Jenny Shipley declared. New Zealand’s first woman PM came to power in 1997 after
staging a carefully planned coup against Jim Bolger.

Jenny Robson grew up in rural Canterbury, where she befriended MP Ruth Richardson, whose politics she shared. Between 1990 and
1997 she held several portfolios, including Women'’s Affairs, but was best-known for social welfare and health, where she oversaw
radical and sometimes controversial reforms driven by Richardson’s policies, dubbed ‘Ruthanasia’. She mastered detail quickly and

worked hard.

National’s ratings slumped as voters asked what had become of ‘the decent society’ Bolger promised in 1990. He demoted Richardson

in 1993 and in 1996 formed the first MMP-era coalition with the centrist New Zealand First, led by Winston Peters.

Shipley shared caucus resentment of Peters and of policy direction. After she seized the tiller from the ‘Great Helmsman’, National
enjoyed a brief honeymoon, but she could not woo an electorate gun-shy of radical reforms. In late 1998 the coalition collapsed,

leaving National propped up by an assortment of independents and minor parties.

After leaving Parliament, Shipley and husband Burton moved to Auckland, where she became a company director. She became Dame
Jenny Shipley in 2009.

By Gavin MclLean
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