Hastings Council: Back to Basics

By Tom Belford

In his official candidate statement, Lawrence Yule says: “The current economic conditions are probably the most difficult in 20 years. This requires leadership that balances prudence and vision.” 
Then the assertion: “Our infrastructure and Council finances are in good shape.” And then the future promise: “We need to use this base to increase our population, jobs and economic diversity while protecting the environment.”
Those few sentences fairly tee-up the issues Hastings District voters need to consider as they size-up candidates for this year’s Council seats, as well as the mayoralty. I’d translate them as: Leadership style and focus … Managing the basics … and Future direction.

Leadership
Arguably, the issue of leadership is more important with respect to mayoralty candidates than to the back-benchers who will sit around the Council table. Whichever candidate wins, the mayor sets the agenda and defines the ambitions he will try to drive the Council to achieve during the term. 
As Mayor Yule puts it, leadership must balance prudence and vision. 
Some critics believe Lawrence Yule has been all vision – costly vision – at the expense of prudence. He bought the vision to develop Ocean Beach. He re-built an opera house. He bought Sam Kelt’s vision of a sports park. His newest vision is amalgamation. These critics say his “big picture” focus has distracted attention from the day-to-day matters that most ratepayers care about … maintaining footpaths, providing ample local playgrounds, providing clean public toilets and environmentally-safe wastewater and stormwater systems.
Further, he’s pursued his vision amidst dire economic conditions, when some would say spending on basics-only and rates reduction should have been the priority.
With Lawrence Yule, the issue isn’t so much leadership ability – “proven,” he says on his signs – as it is his style of pursuing his objectives and the direction of his leadership. The questions that arise from his opponents – who must convince voters of their own leadership abilities – are “how” and “where to?”
For Councillor candidates, on the other hand, the “leadership” issue is being led! We should be looking for evidence as to their independence of thinking, their commitment to becoming informed without total reliance on Council staff, and their willingness to stand up and be counted when they disagree.  
Managing the basics

“Our infrastructure and Council finances are in good shape,” asserts Mayor Yule. If that’s true, he and his supporting Councillors will be credited by the voters.

But heaps of voters do not believe it’s true. Many are worried about rising Council debt (and especially debt incurred to “catch-up” on deferred maintenance). Many fret over continuing losses at Splash Planet, the Opera House, and now the sports park. Many perceive insufficient, poor quality or poorly maintained footpaths, parks and reserves, playgrounds, and meeting facilities … the very basics local government is supposed to provide.

For these voters, the rallying cry of “back to basics” will appeal, as will the candidates who voice that commitment. Not too many HDC incumbents can credibly do so. In particular, the Mayor’s re-standing “Yes-team” – Councillors Bowers, Watkins, Twigg, Lester, Kimber and, usually, Wilson-Hunt – will have credibility issues if they suddenly seek election year redemption in ‘back to basics,’ generally resisting even the most modest of Councillor Bradshaw’s budget reduction initiatives. 
The challengers have perhaps their greatest opportunity for in-roads here. They have no past spending baggage to carry. No pet programs or patches to protect. 

Given their public statements, it’s hard to imagine challengers like Simon Nixon, John Roil, David Mackintosh or Adele Mohi-McGoverin, if elected as Councillors, not resisting the spending momentum and priorities of the current Council.
Future Direction

Looking to the future, Lawrence Yule says we need to “increase our population, jobs and economic diversity while protecting the environment.” Not much to dispute (or chew on) on there.

At times recently, Lawrence has indicated his “big project” days are over, saying that, other than seeing the sports park to whatever conclusion, his focus if given another term will be amalgamation. However his campaign website promises more big projects – “We need two more key pieces of infrastructure, a city hotel and a new swimming pool. Both these should be a priority in the next five years.”
Simon Nixon seems very focused on increasing visitors to the Bay. He hopes that lower air fares will “make Hawke's Bay more competitive, boosting tourism,” and he supports “substantial council investments in conferences, sports, and events” seeing this as the best near-term way to bolster the local economy.  

And Des Ratima would focus on “improving conditions for small/medium entrepreneurial businesses” and “building a healthy tourism environment based on culture, social and emotional capital” … what he calls “feel good tourism.”

Many Hastings voters care deeply about their environment and where it’s headed.

Questioning the evidence of Mayor Yule’s commitment, they want to know precisely what he has done in the interest of “protecting the environment” – in the three years since he reversed field on Ocean Beach. His post-2007 election conversion to the environment produced a pledge to charge ahead on sustainability initiatives; but the results have been puny. The Mayor’s campaign website calls it ‘quiet shifting’; ‘quiet snoozing’ seems more appropriate.
Still, that gives Mayor Yule a leg up on Simon Nixon, who never talks publicly about the environment, other than to acknowledge that we have “beautiful parks.” 

Des Ratima would “lead the charge against environmental piracy; protecting our water, our land and our beaches.” He has spoken out forcefully and consistently on environmental issues … and has walked the talk, starting in his home community of Whakatu.

Fault lines

These then are the “fault lines” that might determine which candidates Hastings voters will elect:

· Who displays leadership ability, style and direction that you feel most comfortable with?

· Are you more impressed by Council’s ‘big ticket’ projects, or would you rather see Council focus on the basics of local government and restrain spending?

· If you are a “back to the basics” voter, which candidates do you trust to move in that direction?

· If you have a passion about a particular issue – be it the environment, tourism, growth, community safety, the needs of senior citizens, coastal protection, whatever – who do you trust to advance that issue priority?

· How highly do you value independent thinking as a candidate’s qualification?

The Candidates

We can all answer differently! However, in the Hastings Council contests, these eight candidates make the BayBuzz First Fifteen. Election of these candidates would dramatically change the focus, value set and complexion of the Hastings Council.

Wayne Bradshaw (Havelock ward): No HDC candidate standing for election more deserves to be re-elected; no current Councillor is more persistent in pressing for financial prudence and transparency, or in raising the question “Is there a better way?”

Adele Mohi-McGoverin (Havelock ward) Havelock North needs to raise the bar on its other representation at Council; someone who will stay close to her constituency, emphasize basic services, be present, and actively participate around the Council table, where policy is made.

Simon Nixon (Hastings ward): he speaks for a sizable “back to basics” constituency; if he loses for mayor, he should be raising tough questions for those voters at the Council table.

John Roil (Hastings ward): a solid, successful, independent-minded business voice; through his many dealings with Council, knows what needs to be fixed; a major upgrade in Councillor quality.

Sandra Hazlehurst (Hastings ward): the champion of Hastings CBD; will bring needed marketing savvy to the Council; ready to break some molds; knows the Council “system” and would hit stride quickly.

David Mackintosh (Kahuraniki ward): committed to spending restraint and a “back to the basics” role for Council; knows the rural community well; a straight shooter; strong on the environment … a great package.

Tracee Te Huia (Flaxmere ward): just what Flaxmere needs, a savvy and seasoned senior manager who can fight the “inside the Council” battles, complementing Henare O’Keefe’s values and vision; her professional knowledge of health issues and community partnering brings a needed dimension to Council.

Des Ratima (Heretaunga ward): a born leader; military service; thoroughly conversant with Council issues through his HDC/Maori Committee Chairman role; contributes tirelessly to the community at many levels; and committed to the environment. These qualities would make Des a superb Councillor.
But I also support Des Ratima’s campaign for Mayor of Hastings. He stands for values I believe in and has abilities I admire – he champions the social well-being of our community; he is a sophisticated, bridge-building representative of Maoridom; he has a deep, spiritual connection to the environment; he’s tireless; he has big ideas that don’t involve building edifices; he marries conceptual and practical thinking; and he meets the most genuine test of leadership – he inspires people to follow him. 

He is my First Fifteen Team Captain.

