HB Regional Council: Environment First!

By Tom Belford

Looking at the Napier, Hastings and Regional Councils, over the next three years, I expect most of the heavy lifting will be done at the Regional Council.

Partly because the Regional Council must repair some significant self-inflicted wounds. And partly because the biggest challenges facing Hawke’s Bay will require regional perspective and leadership.

Candidates standing for election to the Regional Council (and I’m one of them) must be evaluated in that context. The Regional Council is no longer your grand-daddy’s catchment board, focused on building stopbanks and killing possums … although these programs certainly remain important.

Indeed, it’s unfortunate that voters do not seem to have a very clear idea of what the Regional Council actually does. Ratepayers see their local councils doing “stuff” – chasing dogs, inspecting buildings, planting flowers in roundabouts, building sports parks and museums, operating libraries. Much of this happens in more urban areas and is relatively visible to many people.

Environment mission #1

The Regional Council, on the other hand, is more of a traffic cop, tending to become visible only when it’s telling people (and local authorities) what they cannot do – dump crap into rivers, heat with polluting woodburners, use unlimited amounts of water for irrigation. And of course, no one especially likes being told what not to do, and so the Regional Council tries to do as little policing as possible … some would say to the detriment of Hawke’s Bay’s environment.

Meantime, the “hands-on” work that the Regional Council does undertake, much of it in rural areas – advising farmers on soil erosion or restoration, tree-planting, maintaining the flood control system – tends not to be directly observed by many ratepayers.

Note that all these examples relate to the environment and the Bay’s natural resources. There’s a clue … the Regional Council’s #1 job is protecting the environment and ensuring wise stewardship of our water and soil.

So whatever else you might ask candidates for the Regional Council about, first and foremost you should satisfy yourself that they acknowledge that priority and can talk concretely about they have done – or will do – to meet that responsibility … that is, more than lip service in their glowing official candidate statements.
If you are talking to a current councillor, you might ask why they were “asleep at the wheel” on issues like:

· Allowing the steady, observable degrading of water quality in our rivers;

· Over-allocating water takes from our rivers (and some aquifers);

· Failing to prepare for meeting air quality standards first set forth seven years ago;

· Stumbling along with a dysfunctional hearings committee dealing with sensitive water issues;

· Operating with an outmoded regional resource management plan that the HBRC’s own review warned would become an “embarrassment” to the Council;

· Doing nothing about toxic contaminated sites in the region until forced to by Official Information Act disclosures.

These are all failures to protect our environment that have occurred over the past ten years that most incumbent Regional Councillors have been on the job. Were they to mishandle such responsibility in the private sector, they’d be sacked by now.

But the environment is not the Regional Council’s only responsibility.

Economic development

Promoting the economic development of Hawke’s Bay is its second key assignment. This responsibility is implemented primarily through Venture Hawke’s Bay (VHB), which, serves as the region’s lead economic development agency and our official tourism agency.

Venture Hawke’s Bay role is complicated by the reality that, while an operating division of the Regional Council, it is must satisfy multiple – sometimes conflicting – constituencies … the tourism sector, other local industry and trading sectors, local councils (with their differing agendas), and central government funding sources.

To say the history of VHB and its predecessors is uninspiring would be an understatement! Indeed, probably no local government entity in the region – in its successive incarnations – has been more criticized. The Napier and Hastings Councils share some blame for the gruesome history, but for the last two years, responsibility for VHB has resided directly with the Regional Council.

Not helpful, of course, is that HBRC stewardship over the re-born VHB has coincided with the worst national and global recession in decades. Nor is it helpful that VHB has no control over air traffic or airfares into Hawke’s Bay, putting the region at a very significant disadvantage when it comes to wooing business and conference visitors and tourists.

Nevertheless, when it comes to economic development and tourism, the Regional Council must play the hand it’s dealt … and Hawke’s Bay is not short of either natural or economic assets. So voters are justified in seeking explanation as to why the Regional Council has not done more to grow the Bay’s prosperity.

Future opportunities

If issues like water stewardship and tourism promotion represent areas where the Regional Council must repair damage, what are the positive opportunities?

Here are three to consider.

Promote “clean growth” – what can the Regional Council do to encourage diversification of our local economy, attracting businesses and entrepreneurs whose work does not further stress our water and land resources … and might have the additional advantage of paying higher incomes than much of our primary production economy?

Harness Maori wealth and participation – pending Treaty settlements will bring to our Hawke’s Bay Maori community both new economic wealth and more substantial participation in regional governance, especially as that relates to natural resource management. Our Regional Council should be prepared to welcome and capitalize on this development as an opportunity.

Promote more comprehensive regional planning – the single example of practical regional planning that anyone can proffer today relates to our regional transportation scheme. That planning model must be adapted to other areas where there is pressing need for a genuinely regional approach. Sport financing and facilities, shared services amongst councils, and tourism marketing are just three examples of where this approach should be applied, led by the Regional Council.

Candidates

I have made my point of view crystal clear – I believe the current Regional Council has been asleep at the wheel, with detrimental environmental and economic consequences.

Unfortunately, not a single incumbent Councillor has chosen to stand down. For the needed change in energy, attitude and direction to occur, some incumbents must be retired.

Recommended for the First Fifteen Change Team are:

Liz Remmerswaal (Hastings ward): in my opinion, the only “dyed-in-the-wool” environmentalist on the Council now; consistent in her support of the environment, not opportunistically so, like several of her fellow incumbents; a reliable protector of our precious water.

Tim Tinker (Napier ward): former farmer and produce marketer; someone with practical knowledge of land and water issues needs to represent the Napier constituency; as an experienced hearings commissioner, he can apply his knowledge to fixing the HBRC consenting process, which he recognizes is seriously broken.

Tom Belford (Hastings ward): I will carry forward my proven “outside” advocacy for HB’s environment to a voting role at the Council table, insisting on integrating environment and economic growth objectives; as the only candidate with professional marketing experience, will provide leadership in promoting Hawke’s Bay. 

