Tom Belford
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Hastings Ward

Time to get things right
As BayBuzz editor, Tom Belford already attends around three-quarters of the regional council’s public meetings, but he hopes to be off the media benches and sitting at the council table after the elections.

Belford migrated to Hawke’s Bay from the United States six years ago with his family after a career in marketing and communications for non-profit organisations and corporates. He continues to advise groups in the US and Europe through The Agitator blog and consultancy work, but his focus is increasingly on writing his daily Bay Buzz blog and publishing the monthly newspaper.

Better regional council management of core environmental issues is number one for Belford. He says the current team has been ‘asleep at the wheel’.

Examples include lack of action over meeting new air quality standards and having to be forced by Belford and other media into revealing information about contaminated sites around the region.

“But the grand daddy issue is water - that’s the worst performance of all. They continue to hand out water allocations, even when the regional council’s own staff  are nervous, and they belittle citizen activists who raise concerns.”

 While many candidates claim credentials from being locally born and bred, Belford stands on his track record.


“I’ve demonstrated through my volunteer efforts with Bay Buzz that I am determined to make a contribution to this community.” 

That includes, he says, leading the campaign to get 12,000 signatures on the petition opposing development at Ocean Beach, and putting the spotlight on poor water quality in the Tukituki River.

“I’ve shown you can influence the direction of events from the outside but I want to go further. It’s frustrating to sit and listen to the misinformation and extraordinary lack of insight being shown by the current councillors. I know the issues very well and am as informed as any sitting councillor.” 

Belford warns that ‘a whole lot of born again environmentalists’ will be pitching to voters in the coming weeks.

“Watch out for incumbents who present themselves as environmentalists up there with Al Gore or Jacques Cousteau. Three of the current Hastings representatives have served a total of 33 years on the regional council. They have had more than enough time to get things right, yet we still don’t have a credible water strategy.”

Belford has endorsed the other Hastings incumbent, first term councillor Liz Remmerswaal, but says the council needs more champions for the environment. “One person won’t get the job done.”

While amalgamating territorial authorities (like the Napier city and Hastings district councils) ‘makes terrific sense’ to Belford, he is cautious about any plan to include the regional council.

“Its role in providing checks and balances in the face of steady pressure to push development and cut environmental corners is too important.”

Overall, says Belford, the crunch issue at the election is forming a regional council that is firing on all cylinders and has a clear vision of the future,

“I have fought for efficiency and spending restraint as much as anyone, but that’s not the nub of the issue. Forty per cent of Hawke’s Bay’s economy is essentially based on wisely using our soil and water. And our environment-dependent lifestyle attracts visitors, entrepreneurs and professionals to the region. So responsible environmental stewardship is the fundamental job.”

Election to the regional council won’t change Belford’s commitment to publishing Bay Buzz. “I can only see advantages in having someone like me on the inside, with the tools to rally people on the outside.”
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