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FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND EXPRESSION IN NEW ZEALAND

IT IS NOT A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD FOR ASIANS

New Zealand is in transition. 

This once mono-cultural country or at most bi-cultural, is fast becoming a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society.

The country prides itself as an upholder of strong human rights, and this includes one area where many here take for granted – the right to Freedom of Expression, Assembly and Demonstration.

But I realised that when another group – other than Maori or Pakeha – want to exercise this right, local authorities get a little bit nervous.

When the big Maori Hikoi was on last year, a small group of Asians in Christchurch organized an anti-racism march. 

A week before the march, Christchurch Mayor Garry Moore panicked. 

Through the local newspapers, he called the Asian organisers “extreme” and “naïve”.  I was one of the co-organizers for that march.

He vowed to “stop the march” unless it was turned into a street parade where Asians wore their national costumes – and like court jesters – entertained the rest of Christchurch.

The mayor’s response brought to mind the story of George Orwell’s Animal Farm – where it said “all are equal, but some are more equal than others”. 

In that story, when a dissenting voice was heard, it was put down brutally.

The organizers said no to the mayor’s request, and barred the mayor from speaking at the rally as its keynote speaker.

For being part of the group that made that decision to stop the mayor from speaking, I received hell from some of the older Asian community leaders in Christchurch. 

One said that in behaving so disrespectfully to the leader of our city, my action was a disgrace to all Asians in New Zealand.

With due respect, I told him, as I have told many others, that what we did by organizing that march was not that we wanted to be different. 

On the contrary, we wanted to be the same. 

We pressed ahead with the march to show that Asians must be accorded the same rights as other New Zealanders to this freedom of expression, assembly and demonstration.

While migrants are all lumped together in one big group, I feel that there are three distinct groups of immigrants in New Zealand:

The first group: The Well-settled Migrants
This group came to New Zealand decades ago, and probably received free education and other opportunities that their homeland could not give them. They tend not to get involved in debates as they do not want to sound ungrateful or disloyal to this country that has given them so much.

The second group: The Temporary Permanent Residents
This group moved here mainly for their children’s education or wanting to get permanent residency as a “security measure”. They plan to go back to their home country in the future. They stay out of debates because they do not want to create trouble for fear that it could jeopardise their children’s education pathway or from them getting permanent residency – which is their ultimate goal.

The final group: The True New New Zealanders
They have made New Zealand home, and want a say in matters that affect them. They are educated overseas, and have opinions that are not formed in New Zealand.

However, the majority in this group are more concerned about issues that affect them directly, such as getting a job and basic survival in their new land. 

Only a small percentage can actually practise what they want – which is to have their individual voices and views to be heard. 

But because many come from non-English speaking background, they struggle with the language and find it hard to find channels where they can express their views. 

So, only a very small minority of these “True New New Zealanders” will eventually be seen actively participating in debates.

But the fact that only a few Asians have agitated for these rights, does not mean that it is not important to them.

The sense of belonging, culture, identity and the meaning of being a New Zealander cannot come about unless there is inclusiveness in every aspect of life for each and every New Zealander.

The sense of belonging and ownership of our adopted homeland does not come from just owning properties, bank accounts or businesses.  Knowing that our opinions matter, added with a sense of identity, individuality and space are even more important.

It is very important that no one, even if he or she is a minority, is left out.

After the anti-racism march, I spoke to someone at the office of Ethnic Affairs. 

I felt the way the rally was handled by our mayor Garry Moore reflected very badly on how New Zealand upheld its peoples right to free speech and demonstration – especially if this was reported by media overseas.

Her response:

“There is already so much freedom in New Zealand. There are a range of channels through which migrants can air their views – through their MPs, Citizens Advice Bureaus, letters page of their local newspapers, or even their own ethnic newspaper.”

Yeah, right.

Tell a migrant who is struggling with English to write an opinion piece in English to the local press. 

The letter will most likely not be published anyway.

Okay, so it may get published in newspapers that are printed in their ethnic script – but find me a Kiwi policymaker who reads Chinese and Korean newspapers.

People cannot talk to each other unless they speak the same language or read the same newspaper. It is just not happening here.

(That, incidentally, was why I started iBall – a bilingual English/Chinese newspaper. We can start talking and debating when we meet on the same page)

Make an appointment with an MP? 

You can’t even get through the secretary if you cannot explain your case well enough in English.

There is simply not enough done to give migrants opportunities to have their views heard – and this is not good for New Zealand.

Efforts to break down barriers of communications and foster better understanding between Asians and the wider community can be seen either as a token or a joke.

State funded Asian programmes on television and radio are put on unearthly times. 

Who on earth wakes up to watch television at 8am on Sunday mornings? I don’t.

It is not a level playing field.

It is my strong personal belief that freedom of speech and expression will lead to the development of a unique and distinct New Zealand identity and culture.

Resilience, strength of character and creativity – all ingredients for a good citizen – do not come about from being in agreement all the time, but from engagement with differences. 

Competition and conflict can often lead to vast improvements.

Free speech is a democracy’s lifeblood and constitutional right. 

It helps enable policymakers to hear a range of perspectives necessary for them to make the right informed decisions through representative feedback.

The government must respect the peoples right to free speech, and the people who want to exercise this right, are duty bound to exercise it responsibly and engage in debates on matters that affect their lives.

The media, of which I am very much part of as the editor of a bilingual newspaper, is duty bound to ensure all perspectives are fully and freely aired - not just news and views from a Pakeha perspective.

It is important that this freedom of expression for migrants be upheld for everyone in New Zealand, and for Asian migrants to play an active role in its process. 

Only then, will it mark the coming of age for New Zealand.

