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Former NZ Prime Minister John Key speaks about his 
appointment as Patron of Handa International Sports 
Promotion Society (ISPS)  

Sharon Verghis 
Saturday 25 March, 2017 

John Key, the former New Zealand prime minister, is candid: he is no opera expert. He’s been to a 
reasonable share of productions in his time as leader of the country but “I’m more of a golf fan than an 
opera fan.  I’ve enjoyed it but I’m no aficionado.”  

But on the opening night of Carmen on Mrs Macquarie’s Point at Sydney Harbour, he was spellbound, 
he says. “I must say I thoroughly enjoyed it last night, it was fantastic… the singing, the performances, all 
of it.” 

The production, a glamorous remount of the Gale Edwards hit from 2013, survived a sprinkling of rain to 
open as the sixth work in the Handa Opera on Sydney Harbour series, a collaboration with Opera 
Australia and Destination NSW.  

Funded by billionaire Japanese businessman Dr Haruhisa Handa, HOSH, as it is known, has become a 
glittering red-carpet fixture on the country’s arts calendar, a drawcard for a burgeoning band of first-
time opera goers – and a growing international tourism magnet. 

Since its debut in 2012 with La Traviata — followed by Carmen, Madama Butterfly, Aida, Turandot and 
now Carmen again — HOSH has gone on to become a blue-chip cultural event on the arts calendar, 
delivering $20m to the NSW economy. 

“When I was getting off the plane yesterday [from New Zealand], three people behind me said, ‘we’re 
going to the same place as you, John,’ ”Key says.  

Key, who left the country’s top job at the end of last year, attended the performance on opening night 
in his role as the newly minted patron of the Handa International Sports Promotion Society (ISPS).  

Formed in 2006, ISPS is the brainchild of Dr Handa, a wealthy Japanese businessman with a keen 
interest in art and sport.  Dr Handa was made an honorary member of the New Zealand Order of Merit 
in 2016 for services to golf and philanthropy. 

 Key’s new role will involve him working 
with the ISPS on a range of activities 
from sport to charity and the arts. “My 
key role is to represent the foundation 
and to be a front person for explaining 
what they are doing and promoting 
their activities.”  

Among other things, Key is hoping to 
leverage the new relationship for the 
benefit of New Zealand arts and culture. 
He points to the success of the HOSH 
series in Australia.  

  
Midori Miyazaki, Executive Director for International Affairs to Dr 
Haruhisa Handa, John Key, Patron of Handa Internaitonal Sports 

Promotion Society and Josè Maria Lo Monaco, Carmen in Handa Opera 
on Sydney Harbour – Carmen 2017. Credit: Jamie Williams 
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Ventures like these reflect the vital role of philanthropy in the cultural sector at a time of tight 
government funding. 

A keen golfer, Dr Handa is better perhaps known for his extensive support of sport around the world, 
including golf and football in NZ. But his support of the arts is also vital, Key says.   

A passionate opera singer (“song is life, life is song,” Handa likes to say), calligraphist, Noh theatre and 
Peking Opera practitioner, artist and dancer, his support of the arts in New Zealand includes the New 
Zealand Singing School which hopes to see more benefits coming out of the new relationship: “we’ve 
already had them emailing me, and also some others,” Key says with a smile. 

Foreign support is increasingly vital to the sector, with Dr Handa and the likes of other generous private 
donors to the country’s arts including American hedge fund magnate Julian Robertson, serving as crucial 
role models.   

“Arts and culture are really important in New Zealand… we have always had a really well-developed 
culture, from our indigenous culture to musicians and artists who have been massively successful on the 
world stage, whether it’s Peter Jackson producing a movie or Dame Kiri Te Kanawa singing on the world 
stage. 

“But funding for the arts is tremendously difficult… in New Zealand, the government puts in some 
money but they really rely on support either from institutions or individuals so I don’t think there’s any 
doubt they will want to try and leverage my relationship.” 

In turn, Key says his own role as former prime minister is something that ISPS hope to leverage across 
the range of the society’s activities, from the recent ISPS Handa Women’s Australian Open Golf in 
Adelaide, where his presence helped garner more media attention - to Dr Handa’s philanthropic work in 
Cambodia, where he supports orphanages and hospitals. A trip together is planned in a few weeks. 

Certainly, Mr Key’s involvement makes good commercial sense, says the society’s international 
executive director Midori Miyazaki.  

“We are tremendously honoured. Mr Key will bring us huge gravitas in his capacity as a former Prime 
Minister but I’m also hoping we can get good advice from him in terms of where our future investments 
in charity goes because I think he understands from a bigger standpoint, at the national level, what 
works best... we want the money to work well, work hard so [we] hope to be guided by him.” 

This role is former Merrill Lynch banker Key’s first post-politics. He says that one of the main drawcards 
for him is the flexible nature of the role as well as the opportunity it offers to contribute to ISPS’s 
international portfolio of charitable ventures as well as cultural events and sporting ventures. 

Dr Handa, he says, has been outstanding in supporting the New Zealand Paralympics team – he is a 
principal supporter – as well as the blind and disabled golf sector around the world.  

So how did a former Kiwi leader and a media-shy Japanese Shinto priest and businessmen forge this 
unlikely relationship? Key laughs, conceding it’s “been a meeting of different worlds indeed.” 

The seeds were first sown following the 2011 earthquake that devastated Christchurch. Dr Handa “was 
keen to do something for the people of Christchurch,” says Miyazaki, and sponsored the New Zealand 
Women’s Golf Open with proceeds supporting the city’s rebuilding effort after the disaster. 
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Key was impressed by Handa’s generosity. They met again on various social occasions, including on the 
golf course.  On a trip to Tokyo to visit Japanese Prime Minister Abe, he arranged a meeting. 

He laughs as he recalls his first impression of the famously flamboyant businessman. “Charismatic, yes, a 
little bit eccentric… I was, okay, a Shinto priest but he was totally different to what I thought. He has an 
amazing personality, a great sense of humour, he was really engaging.  

“I was expecting someone very buttoned down and serious but he’s not like that. He’s very kind hearted 
and he’s amazingly generous and he’s got a great vision for what he’s trying to achieve. And yes, it’s a 
different vision to other people, it’s one driven by culture and philosophy.” 

Dr Handa, in his turn, also found Key an unexpected surprise, Miyazaki reveals, laughing. “We were 
totally blown away when we first met, he’s not only the Prime Minister of New Zealand but also very 
kind and generous, and also very down to earth – we didn’t expect that. 

“Dr Handa was being his own flamboyant self, but Mr Key wasn’t as taken back as we’d thought he’d 
be,” Miyazaki says. 

Handa once described politicians “as very boring persons” but apparently, Miyazaki says, he told her 
“Can you please tell Mr Key that he is the first non-boring politician?” Key guffaws. 

The new partnership was cemented quickly after Key resigned from the top job at the end of last 
year.  He was holidaying in Maui when Miyazaki turned up with the job offer as patron.  For Key it’s 
proved a good fit post-politics. 

He is hoping for a fruitful long-term partnership. “One of the things I like is that he’s open. When I was 
in Tokyo last week, he said to me, ‘look, if you can come to me with ideas, then I will look at them.’  

“Hopefully he will continue his association with us in terms of sport, and the cultural things he’s doing in 
New Zealand – that’s good for the country.” 

Sharon Verghis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


