SPEECH FOR THE GOING BANANAS CONFERENCE – JUNE 2005

PARTICIPATING IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT POLITICS

A couple of days ago, as Mayor of Dunedin, I welcomed dozens of new New Zealanders at a citizenship ceremony, the like of which was being repeated across the country.  It happens every month.  Swearing allegiance to the values we hold dear, these people, who had come from the four corners of the world, representing a variety of ethnicities, of religious and political beliefs, men, women, children, became New Zealanders.

With this conference looming and looking round the room where the Citizenship Ceremony was being held and at the excited, relieved, grateful faces, I was reminded of a song from my youth.  ‘Blue Mink’ sang - in more racially troubled times - of the world needing a great big melting pot into which people of all races and colours should be “stirred for a hundred years and more, making coffee coloured people by the score”.

It’s a pity Blue Mink didn’t have a hand in drafting the Local Government Act!

Section 10 of the Local Government Act 2002 states that “The purpose of Local Government is:

(a), to enable democratic local decision making and action by and on behalf of communities and 

(b), to promote the social economic environmental and cultural well-being of communities in the present and for the future”.

While the Act includes a nod in the direction of the Tiriti O Waitangi and provides principles and requirements for Local Authorities that are intended to facilitate participation by Maori in local authority decision making processes, there is nothing in the Act which requires that consideration be given to maintain and improve opportunities for Chinese, or indeed any other ethnicities, to participate in local authority decision making processes, and in my view, neither should there be.

It would be my further considered view that, until such time as all reference to favoured opportunities for any ethnic group for participation in local authority decision making processes is removed, this country will not be truly united. 

But that is a debate or discussion for a future time, and probably a different place.

For me ethnicity has no place in Local Government.  When I offered myself to the community for consideration as a member of a local authority it was for me the ultimate commitment to community service and a huge quantum leap of faith – a leap of faith for me to hope that I might attract enough support to be elected, and a quantum leap of faith for the community in hoping that, if they did elect me, I would fulfil their expectations.   But it never entered my calculations that I did so as someone of Chinese extraction.   I did so as a long-time, indeed life-time resident of Dunedin, committed to preserving those things we consider important and which are non-negotiable parts of our city’s heritage and at the same time to improving the lot of future residents.  Nothing particularly Chinese about any of that I would have thought.

Trying to read what is in the mind of electors is harder than trying to count the number of Poll Tax descendants there are living in New Zealand.  As you read your voting papers with pen poised to decide who it is that is going to govern your community for the next 3 years, how do you decide?

· Do you choose only those you know or whose names sound familiar?

· Do you delete all those whose name you can’t pronounce?

· Do you start from the top, and tick until you have the required number?

· Do you look at the ethnicity of the candidates?

· Do you study the somewhat self-serving profiles supplied by the candidates or their agents to decide who is the most worthy in your view, to represent you?

· Or do you, like nearly half of the population, choose not to vote - and spend the next 3 to 4 years moaning about the quality of Council decisions?

In the 9 years that I have been a Dunedin City Councillor, and in the 7 months that I have been Mayor of Dunedin, I can look back at all the local authority Councillors, Mayors and Chairs of Regional Councils throughout New Zealand that I have met at the conferences that I have been to, and quite clearly, Local Government has been and still is dominated by white, middle aged and older males.  In Dunedin, out of a Council of 15, there are only 3 women.  Quite clearly, those who vote are more comfortable in following the traditions of the past 150 years.

But fortunately communities and society changes and with that its demographic profiles – and its traditions.   Today there is a greater awareness of the contributions people from different backgrounds can make - more women, more young people, Maori and Polynesians, those on benefits, employed, self-employed, employers, those in wheelchairs or who attend meetings with the help of a seeing-eye guide dog.   Our electorate is by itself changing to become more diverse, and so too in time that awareness will be translated into a more diverse mix of those elected to office - as a look at the membership of Parliament will show.

There are very few non whites in Local Government in New Zealand – fewer still the further south you travel from the world’s largest Polynesian city -  and I suppose it is required of me in this paper, at this conference, to explore the reasons as to why there are so few Chinese participating in Local Government politics.  The views that I express are my personal views, and if they do not find agreement, tough!

The Chinese have been here for over 150 years and have been very successful in raising families, and doing business within the community.  I reflect on the beginnings from which many of us have come; our parents were uneducated and spoke only a modicum of English, and in a fashion which most speakers who had English as their first language would not easily understand.  The legend has grown that they were all very hard working, law abiding, apart from the opium smokers, and kept their heads down.  They survived the Poll Tax regime and the anti-Chinese feeling.  Not for them the trials of engaging socially with the European community.  They kept to themselves. We have in turn tried to keep our Chinese traditions, which in the larger communities has been easier because there were more of us gathered in one place than in others, but that language and those customs have been harder to maintain in smaller communities with only a handful of Chinese residents.

For those of you of my generation, our involvement in the community in recent years has probably been restricted to supporting our children in their education by becoming members of school Boards of Trustees, by taking office in organisations associated with our business or profession, by taking office in sporting or cultural organisations - small, but equally important community leadership roles.   It got us recognised as part of those communities.

In days of old Local Government, politics was mainly party based, but today, with I think very few exceptions, most who stand for a local authority, stand as independents, and are elected on the basis of their own personal beliefs and reputation.  You are not taken along by the flow of a party group.

It is probably fairly said that, if you are well known in the community for whatever reason, be it sporting personality, radio personality, leader in profession or business and generally have a high public profile – even if your name, like mine, began with a “C” rather than a “Y” - then you are more likely to be elected, regardless of your ability, or political philosophy than someone who may be intensely dedicated, multi talented but unknown in the community.  So that the fact that you may be very well respected, highly regarded, highly motivated and very hard working within the Chinese community, but are unknown to the wider community, will probably doom you to failure if you are standing for Local Government.

The sad reality is that democracy and the freedom of choice does not necessarily deliver the most able into public office, but it sure beats any other system.

I don’t need to tell the world that I am of Chinese origin.  The world knows that as soon as they look at me, and I am sure that in a community like Dunedin, and probably most communities in New Zealand, all those that vote, do so for a variety of reasons, none of which are concerned with ethnicity.  

For me, there has, I believe, been my involvement in the wider Dunedin community over a long period of years, following a variety of personal interests, and having a hell of a lot of fun doing it, that has given me a public profile of a type where the residents of Dunedin have, for the time being anyhow, found the confidence to elect me to be their Mayor.

As a Mayor, or as a Councillor, your duty is to represent the whole of the community and not just particular sector-groups or ethnic interests.  I think it would be tremendous if there were more Chinese involved in Local Government, but I personally think that it needs to be done for the right reasons, not because you are Chinese, but because you feel that you have something to offer to the community at large.  Personally, I’d be delighted to see a Council drawn from all the diverse ethnic and cultural elements within Dunedin - black, white, yellow, male, female, young, old and so on - but there are only 15 seats at the table!   The strength of any Mayor or elected representative is that they are seen to represent that wide range of community views and interests - and its reasonable expectations.

To have been successful in being elected Mayor of Dunedin and being co-incidentally Chinese, has given a great deal of satisfaction and pride to many Chinese, not only in New Zealand, but wider afield - people whom I do not know, but who are proud that someone perceived to be one of their own has been successful.

I have recently returned from a sister city visit to Shanghai, where I met with the Mayor and other civic dignitaries and business people.  I know that my visit has helped open doors for business, trade and goodwill, not only because I am the Mayor of Dunedin, but also because I am Chinese.  It was a very humbling experience and given added meaning because I was, as Mayor of Dunedin, returning to the country my parents legitimately regarded as home.

But it was most enlightening for me, as one of Chinese extraction, to be reminded that I am, first and foremost, a New Zealander and that our beautiful country is distinguished from the country my parents grew up in by the opportunities it provides to all its citizens to participate in a free and democratic political system, regardless of race or gender or religious belief or status within society - with a couple of minor exceptions depending on your relationship with our penal system.

Only when we see ourselves, not as bananas, but as New Zealanders – kiwi fruit maybe - will we be taking full advantage of this democratic freedom and realise our full potential for contributing to our free and open democracy.

At that point, our neighbours, those with whom we work and play, and the communities we aspire to lead, will forget the colour of our skin or the shape of our eyes and see only someone who shares their aspirations for building a better, healthier and more prosperous future for all New Zealanders.

