Napier Council: Barbara’s way or the highway
By Tom Belford
Everyone “in the know” says that Mayor Barbara Arnott runs a tight ship at the Napier City Council. No signs of dissension in the Councillor ranks ever appear.

Perhaps that’s to be expected when the Mayor was last elected with 84% of the vote. As one local wag said to me, her popularity creates an environment where Councillors toe the line and Napier business is done “Barbara’s way or the highway!”
Compounding the Mayor’s personal dominance is the situation with Napier City Council’s chief executive, Neil Taylor. Mr Taylor is a city fixture, having been employed by NCC since 1982, and serving as chief executive since 1992. By now Mr Taylor must have his own way of doing things, and pretty ingrained notions of what’s best for the city.

Given that Councillors come and go, perhaps it’s more accurate to think in terms of “Neil’s way or the highway!”
Docility and longevity?

For Napier voters, the question becomes whether docility and longevity are the primary qualities they wish to reward with their ballots this year.

Historically, the Napier Council has been the scene of major contention, serious bun fights and personal vendettas. Mayor Arnott, with professional training in conflict resolution and organizational development, came into office determined to create a more civil, consensual atmosphere. 
But perhaps by now the pendulum has swung too far in the other direction. Some would argue that the combination of strong Mayor and imbedded chief executive at the controls over many years now has a stultifying effect. A certain amount of Councillor independence – and indeed conflict – is necessary to sharpen policy-making, shed tired baggage, test the status quo and inspire innovation.
At the completion of their present terms, excluding the three “freshmen” (Boag, Price, Dalton), the remaining eight Napier Councillors seeking re-election will have served on NCC for 75 years, averaging 9.4 years each. And of course the Mayor herself is seeking a fourth term.

Depending on your perspective, this profile is a celebration of experience or a testament to the powers of incumbency and inertia.

The Issues

A famous consulting maxim reads: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!” In medical circles, that translates to: “Do no harm.”

And in the political context, obviously, if voters are happy with the direction of their community, why change course?
Every now and then, a political “nuisance issue” arises in Napier – one that arouses some degree of emotion and debate, but not one of such ferocity and scale that the fate of the Council (or worse, the city itself) hangs in the balance. Three such issues currently are Marineland II, beach protection at Westshore and perhaps leasehold land. Each arouses some passion and ardent advocacy, but no matter the outcome, none will cost any Councillor their job.

Personally, I believe that Napier faces some very significant infrastructure issues with respect to stormwater and wastewater investment and management (including allowing housing development where it shouldn’t be), but such matters are far beyond the radar of most voters … until someday when they will find themselves literally swimming in the stuff.

The most significant issue that I can detect with any political traction relates to a fundamental priority judgment about which people deserve the greater focus of Napier local government – visitors or residents, and if the latter, which residents?

Some argue that Napier city government – and the “powers that be” swirling around it – are too focused on polishing the city for its visitors. And indeed tourism is important to Napier. But critics say this priority leads to a pre-occupation with such matters as whether penguins, pandas or butterflies will attract more visitors. Or how to better ferry tourists between Ahuriri and Marine Parade. Is the city properly spiffed-up for cruise ship season, or are too many signs spoiling the ambiance?

Then, once the public gardens have been tended and tourists catered to, are the ocean’s threat to beachfront residents in Westshore or an unwanted development on Bluff Hill being addressed?

Meantime, Napier appears hell bent to become one of the violent assault capitals of New Zealand. Which suggests there’s another side to the city that needs more than simply Police attention.

In any serious discussion with Mayor Arnott, she will note the incongruence between the decorated side of Napier that tourists experience and the economic and social deprivation that in fact characterizes many of the City’s residents. But this recognition does not appear to be matched with any significant effort on the part of her administration to address the problem.
The statistics are compelling as to the low national ranking of Napier in terms of average income level and the gross disparity in economic well-being within Napier itself, with Maraenui, Onekawa South and Marewa scoring very poorly in terms of socio-economic deprivation according to census data.  
Various community voices have attempted to draw more of NCC’s attention and resources to the social and economic well-being mission of local government – Pat Magill and Martin Williams of Napier Pilot City Trust, Councillor Maxine Boag, activist Robin Gwynn, Noel Hendery, among others. And – now in this election – most visibly Michelle Pyke.
As Dr Gwynn puts it: “Three Napier suburbs have marked concentrations of people with particular comparative disadvantage. These suburbs need careful monitoring and thought for future planning, or they could easily become unemployment 'black spots' with high crime rates. To date Council has given thought to only one of the three areas, and has tended to take a managerial approach. What’s needed, here and elsewhere in the city, is to work positively with locals striving to better their community at a grass roots level.”

Some would say that NCC (or any local body) is not in the business of addressing fundamental economic or social deprivation. But as Martin Williams noted in the last BayBuzz Digest, in fact, councils have a statutory duty to do so, and must become much more committed to partnering with community groups to fulfill this responsibility.

These voices are attempting to define a significant political and social “fault line” for consideration by Napier voters …

Are you content to beautify Marine Parade, Taradale centre, and Ahuriri, and protect Westshore and Bluff Hill, or do you think the problems in the ‘black spots’ of the city deserve more attention and resource?

They are testing the city’s social conscience.

Candidates

As we’ve said elsewhere in this edition, incumbents can by and large fend for themselves. And we’re happy to let them do so. With incumbents vying for eleven of Napier’s twelve Council seats (only Harry Lawson is retiring), given the advantages of incumbency, this is not a scenario conducive to change.

Not that there’s much evidence that voters want change in Napier. The two incumbents representing Taradale and the incumbent representing Onekawa-Tamatea are unopposed and, hence, already “re-elected.” There’s vigorous democracy at work!

That said, with several candidates articulating the need for the Napier Council to elevate its social conscience, perhaps their collective campaign message and advocacy will carry them to victory … and the opportunity to build a “social partnership caucus” in the new Council.

If Napier voters want to re-set Council priorities, consider these candidates. Recommended for the First Fifteen Change Team are:

Maxine Boag (Nelson Park ward): a dedicated community leader, active in Grey Power, the Marenui Community Council, and Napier Rotary; but isolated in the current Council … needs some friends!

Robin Gwynn (At-large): former Councillor; has served as trustee of the Eastern and Central Community Trust, the Napier Community House, Radio Kidnappers, and on the Hawke’s Bay Trust for the Elderly; strong advocate on health issues.

Michelle Pyke (At-large): twenty years of experience at every level of community development; skilled team-builder and communicator; hands-on knowledge of the “people issues” that need representation; would be a force to be reckoned with at the Council table.

