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Report to COUNCIL for decision
SUMMARY
At its meeting on 25 November 2009, Manu Caddie and Dr Monty Soutar (in attendance to support the project) presented a Voter Participation project to Council.  The project is to be led by Ka Pai Kaiti.  Council’s support ‘in principle’ and staff involvement was requested.

The Voter Participation project aims to increase voter turnout in local government elections in those areas that have had traditionally low-participation (i.e. Kaiti south and outer Kaiti).  Te Runanga o Ngati Porou and Te Runanga o Tūranganui-a-Kiwa have indicated support for the initiative.
Council requested that a report be presented to the 17 December 2009 meeting of Council to enable the proposal to be considered.  Staff would like Council’s direction on the level (if any) of staff participation in electoral educational campaigns such as this.
RECOMMENDATIONS
That the Council
1.
receives the report

2.
agrees to support the proposal in principle provided the project scope is increased to include a focus on all lower socio-economic areas within Gisborne
or 

declines to support the proposal (led by Ka Pai Kaiti) to increase voter participation in low-participation areas (Kaiti south and outer Kaiti).
Nedine Thatcher
          Lindsay McKenzie
Community Planning & Development Manager
          Chief Executive 
Encl.
1.
BACKGROUND

A proposal was presented to Council on 25 November 2009 by Manu Caddie (on behalf of Ka Pai Kaiti) that is targeted at increasing voter participation from low participation areas.  This report is in response to Council’s request to formally consider that proposal.

The proposal puts forward a collaborative approach to using a variety of initiatives to increase voter participation.  This project is proposed to be based in Kaiti (south and outer) with suburbs like Elgin being used as a ‘control’ group to measure the effectiveness of the initiatives to be trialled.  Te Runanga o Ngati Porou and Te Runanga o Tūranganui-a-Kiwa have indicated support for the initiative.  Local Government New Zealand has also expressed interest in the project.
The request Mr Caddie has made to Council (on behalf of Ka Pai Kaiti) is that Council provides support in principle to the project and some in-kind contribution by way of staff participation on a project team.  External funding has been sourced for the project and Mr Caddie indicated that he would not be involved should Council support it.

2.
DISCUSSION AND OPTIONS

In the 2007, the local elections for Council Voter participation across the district averaged 52.1%. The District Health Board (DHB) figure was 49.8%.  The voter turn-out for all District Councils in 2007 was 49% and for DHB’s was 43%.  This suggests that comparatively, Gisborne’s voter participation in local elections is higher then the national average. However, these statistics do not drill down to the ethnic or socio-economic factors that would further assist in determining whether our voter participation statistics are representative of the Gisborne population. 
Under the Local Government Act 2002, local authorities are required to “enable democratic local decision making and action”.  Council has made a commitment through its Ten Year Plan and associated community outcomes to ensure “that all people participate in the democratic process”.   Arguably that includes voting in local elections.  Council has also advised that it will support qualified electors to enrol and vote and would achieve that through the Department of Internal Affairs and Local Government New Zealand funded and endorsed programmes.

While Council has a mandate to enable voter participation; the proposal itself presents several issues for Council.   The particular concerns are two fold:
1. An emphasis on increasing voter participation in one community or part of a community based on socio-demographic features alone may produce a bias in electoral outcomes that is undemocratic. 

2. An emphasis on one such community and the use of a similar community as a control is very likely to produce a bias in electoral outcomes that is undemocratic. Any control should be previous election results.

Unless these two issues can be addressed, staff do not recommend that Council support the Ka Pai Kaiti led project.  This view should not be construed as diminishing the role that Council has to play in enabling community participation in local government elections.  However, it must be done in a way that does not undermine current governance arrangements or compromise democratic/constitutional process.   Council could choose to support the project and, if so, staff suggest that the following condition would need to be met:
· The project covers a whole ward and does not exclude any part of a ward as a control. 
While Council may be constrained in its ability to support such an approach, other agencies such as Te Puni Kokiri may have a role in promoting Māori voter participation and are potentially better suited to providing the support requested.  The assumption that there is a coincidence between predominantly Māori populations and higher levels of deprivation in Kaiti has been acknowledged by the proposers.

Council staff can support the project proposers with advice and information as has been done already.  This is no different to the support available to many groups and individuals who seek to improve some aspect of the wellbeing of their community.  
3.
SIGNIFICANCE

The decision to engage in the project is not significant according to Council’s significance policy. 
4.
COMMUNITY OUTCOMES

This work contributes to the community outcome of an Empowered Tairāwhiti which aims to ensure that our community is actively involved in the democratic decision making process.
5.
FINANCIAL

No funding is requested from Council.
6.
ATTACHMENTS
Mr Caddie’s presentation is attached to this document.
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Voter Participation Project

an opportunity for GDC involvement

THE SITUATION: Kaiti South & Outer Kaiti
residents are voting at less than half the rate
of residents in areas like Whataupoko

THE REASON: National campaigns designed to
increase voter turn-out are not working in
neighbourhoods like Kaiti

THE PROPOSAL: A locally-designed and
implemented project to increase voter turn-
out from low-participation neighbourhoods






WHAT WE KNOW:

- voting is lower in communities experiencing higher levels of deprivation
- Maori have lower rates of voter participation than non-Maori

- voting is lower amongst Maori in provincial areas than it is in
metropolitan areas (but the opposite is true for non-Maori)

- younger people have lower rates of voting than older people

- voting habits are formed young and influenced by previous generation
- Kaiti has high levels of deprivation, young people and Maori citizens

- face-to-face non-partisan voter engagement can increase participation
- efforts led by locals are more effective in encouraging voter turn-out

- GDC has made a commitment to ensuring “that all people participate in
the democratic process” and “providing more effective ways for Maori to
participate in decision-making and of increasing their capacity to do so”
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Project Plan

Activity Timeframes

Literature review with recommendations on effective Dec-Jan
strategies for registering, mobilising and educating citizens
from communities experiencing high levels of deprivation

Campaign action planning with key organisations active in the Jan-Feb
community and stakeholders (including academics and high
profile people) with an interest in these issues

Campaign implementation: Door-to-door workers; Print & Mar-May
Radio; Schools/Clubs/Churches/Marae; etc.

Monitoring & evaluation of voter registration, motivation & Feb-Nov
mobilisation project

GDC INVOLVEMENT REQUESTED:

- no GDC funding required
- request for support in principle

- senior staff member participation in project
governance group: six one hour meetings plus six hours
for reading and internal staff liaison and reporting






QUESTIONS + ANSWERS:

1. Isn’t this just Manu trying to get more votes for
himself next year?

Ka Pai Kaiti have been raising this issue with GDC for
many years with no action. Since 2007 we have had
the results of which areas had low turn-out and Ka
Pai Kaiti would be doing this work regardless of
whether or not Manu was standing for Council.

QUESTIONS + ANSWERS:

2. Isn’t there a conflict of interest if Manu is involved?

Yes. That’s is why | will not be involved in the project
other than to say | think it should happen.

Similarly there may be a perceived conflict of interest
if Councillors choose not to support the project as
they be could be seen to support the status quo.

Clearly the national efforts are not working here, so
if not this project then what will GDC do to educate
voters and effectively encourage participation?






QUESTIONS + ANSWERS:

3. Citizens have a right not to vote, aren’t they just
exercising that right?

Recent NZ research suggests that voters in similar
neighbourhoods are interested in voting when they
understand more about the role and responsibilities
of Council, the election process and the ability of their
choices to influence outcomes. For many people the
political system is simply off their radar and almost
completely meaningless to them.

QUESTIONS + ANSWERS:

4. Why should we care if some people aren’t motivated
enough to vote, maybe it’s better they don’t vote?

Education levels, along with income, are the most
influential factors on who votes and who doesn’t.

Research shows that people who feel like they: know
what is going on, have the ability to be heard and can
make a difference are more likely to vote.

So what we need is better voter education rather than
suggesting it is better for ill-informed voters to not
vote than vote badly.
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