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Collaborate and build coalitions
There’s competition to represent Hastings on the Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, with Hawke’s Bay Chamber of Commerce CEO Murray Douglas drawing on his track record to woo voters.

Douglas credits himself from taking the Chamber from a derelict organisation to one with a high profile ‘that people now think of automatically’.

Douglas worked in local government roles in New Zealand and Australia for nearly two decades, including 12 years as a CEO for various councils. After a seven-month stint leading the City of Sydney in 2001, he took time out for PhD study in Australia, moving back to New Zealand in 2007. As well as heading the Chamber of Commerce, he has a small orchard near Havelock North. 

Smartening up the Regional Council’s act and getting Hawke’s Bay moving are top priorities for Douglas if he’s elected from a strong field of four incumbents standing again, Hastings district councillor Robert Burnside, and BayBuzz editor Tom Belford.

The Chamber CEO says the current Council is failing to manage its core business efficiently.

“Discharges and consents should be the Council’s primary focus but its track record is littered with examples where it has moved too slowly, too late, or made errors.”

Instances cited by Douglas include the Regional Plan being found to be out of date, lack of action over compliance with national air quality standards, and prolonged arguments over the state of the Tukituki River.

Also worrying Douglas is how the Council manages its asset portfolio and business units like Venture Hawke’s Bay. “It’s simply not good enough for an organisation (Venture Hawke’s Bay) with a budget of $1.2 million, to lose half a million dollars and not know it for nine months. I’d be bankrupt if I did that in my business.”

He supports the proposed holding company to oversee Regional Council assets but wouldn’t want councillors being directors. 

While acknowledging that Regional Council rates are modest overall, Douglas says increases should be below the level of inflation. He says between the 2001/02 and 2008/09 financial years, Regional Council rates rose 83%, employee costs 67% and civic costs (including those of councillors) 59%, while the consumer price index went up by only 21%. 

When it comes to economic development, Douglas believes the Regional Council should be leading.

“I know we’ve had a recession, but this place has every ability to have sustainable wealth. All the elements are there but we need to link them up and be more visionary.

“You’ve got to have passion and leadership to get a region moving – Tim Shadbolt’s done it in Invercargill and both Michael Fowler and Fran Wilde did it in Wellington. 

When asked if he is the person to inspire Hawke’s Bay, Douglas doesn’t rule out seeking the council’s chairmanship in the future. But he says the immediate job is to empower and empassion both staff and councillors to do a better job.

Douglas favours local bodies sharing services and getting good at working as one unit in the back office before considering amalgamation. “If we achieve the above, and we can see if ‘over and above’ shared services there is a demonstrated benefit from merger, then I would support it.”

Douglas says his experience and style make him a good choice for the Council. 

“Hawke’s Bay undersells itself and I can help change that. I’m pretty articulate and my style is to collaborate and build coalitions.” 
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