
Election timing may cost us thousands 
By Jim Tucker, August 8, 2020 
New Plymouth ratepayers face shelling out $100,000 for a poll on Māori wards that 
could be made irrelevant by next month’s general election. 
With Labour poised to govern again, there’s a possibility the controversial poll 
clause in the Local Electoral Act will he modified so citizens can't demand a poll to 
block wards. 
But there’s no guarantee that will happen in time for New Plymouth District Council 
to avoid holding a poll, in which citizens will decide if the council's second attempt 
to establish Māori wards can go ahead.  
The one forced in 2015 cost ratepayers about $80,000, and resulted in 21,000 people 
voting 83 percent to 17 percent to drop plans for a ward that had been voted in by 
councillors the previous September by 7-6. 
The poll provision in the current version of the 2002 Act has so far prevented half a 
dozen councils from setting up local body ward representation for voters on the 
Māori electoral roll, and looks set to do it again now NPDC has decided by 12 votes 
to 2 to try once more. 
But with the current coalition government drawing to a close, Labour’s Local 
Government Minister, Nanaia Mahuta, has told Taranaki Daily News if her party is 
returned to power she will replace the poll option with an appeal to the Local 
Government Commission. 
The question is whether she could get her proposed changes through Parliament early 
next year in time for New Plymouth to avoid another poll. She would have until the 
end of May. 
Her latest statement contrasts with her position late last year when she conceded that 
despite pressure from local government she couldn’t do anything while the coalition 
government existed. 
That was a veiled reference to Winston Peters, whose party has always opposed 
removal of the poll clause. 
Under Parliamentary lawmaking procedure, it’s doubtful she could fully delete the 
poll requirement, but her strategy would likely be to modify it so objectors instead 
have to go to the commission for a ruling.  
Whatever the commission decided would set a precedent for future efforts by 
councils to admit Māori to the top table. 
One experienced Labour politician says there is deep irony in the fact the poll clause 
has been used to prevent Māori wards.  
The Helen Clark-led government that passed the 2001-drafted Local Electoral Act 
2002 intended the poll option to have the opposite effect - to give a voice to objectors 
if a council decided not to allow Māori wards. 
The Act requires councils to review their approach every six years, and over the last 
decade the question of whether to include Māori wards has become a recurring issue. 



The first to experiment with them was in the 1990s when Bay of Plenty Regional 
Council acknowledged its larger than usual provincial Māori population and created 
three Māori wards.  
Waikato Regional Council followed suit, but they are still the only two. 
When a royal commission examined Auckland’s local government reform options in 
the first decade, it interviewed prominent figures involved in the BOP experience and 
all spoke highly of the wards’ success.  
The commission recommended its proposed new Auckland super council adopt 
them, too, but that advice was ignored. 
New Plymouth District Council must now follow a procedure that could take up to 
10 months. 
This week it publishes a public notice about the ratepayers' right to demand a poll, a 
process that kicks off a period of 28 weeks during which those wanting a poll must 
lodge a petition with the council. 
After that time closes on February 21, the council will take about a week to assess 
whether the petitioners have met the Act's requirements.   
Then the council's chief executive officer has 89 days from the beginning of March 
to organise a poll, a period of about three months that ends on May 30. 
Those with knowledge of how Parliament works say Mahuta could lodge her 
amendment to the Act as a private member's bill. But that route could fail at the first 
reading (as the Green Party's did in 2017) or wither on the perpetual Parliamentary 
waiting list. 
Her better bet would be to convince a new Labour Cabinet (or whatever form the 
next ruling government takes) to treat the amendment as a government-sponsored bill 
and give it urgency so that New Plymouth and any other councils in the same 
position can avoid the unnecessary expense of a poll. 
All a current government spokesperson would say in answer to my questions about 
this is: "It might be possible to pass a change to this law - remembering this is just 
one option for the Government - prior to a poll being held. As you say all of this is 
hypothetical and hinges on what happens in September." 
All the major parties were asked for their views. Only Labour and National 
responded.  
Mahuta said the creation of Māori wards had been politically charged because of 
local and nationwide sentiment about dedicated seats for Māori. 
"The past two decades have demonstrated just how hard it is to elect Māori to council and 
negates the positive contribution that Māori can make to local decision-making.  
"We need more education about the history in which this country has been founded so there 
is greater understanding about the embedded and institutional barriers Māori have faced that 
are reflected in the 'hardened' attitudes of some in our communities.” 
She was pleased to see NPDC voted 12:2 to support the concept of a Māori ward, but was 
disappointed councillors invoked the provisions for a Citizens Initiated Referendum almost 
immediately. 



"Turning to how we change the law, my advice says that instead of there being the option for 
a binding poll of all electors in the district on the proposal, there should be a right of appeal 
or objection…determined by the Local Government Commission. 
New National leader Judith Collins said her party believed the poll provision should remain, 
and the introduction of Māori seats determined by constituents in any given district. 
"It’s ultimately up to electors in individual districts to decide if they want Maori 
seats. That’s democracy at work." 
Meantime, NPDC officials say they must follow the legal procedure described above, 
acting as if there is no prospect of a law change. 
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