Hastings Mayoral Candidate Peter Nee Harland Talks to BayBuzz

BayBuzz submitted questions to Peter Nee Harland and received these written responses.  We then conducted a follow-up interview. Material from the interview is identified as Commentary and [bracketed].

BayBuzz:  Tell us a bit about your personal background and qualifications for serving as Mayor.

Nee Harland:  I am 46, live in Havelock North and have five children.  I am a lawyer by training.  My wife Jenny is a landscape gardener.  As a family we could be described as people who value education.  Jenny holds a Master of Arts (Honours) in Middle English.  My formal qualifications are a Commerce degree plus a Master of Laws degree (Honours).  I have a working knowledge of contract law, property law, civil torts, accounting, systems analysis, economics, international law & finance.  As a result I have reasonably good analytical skills.

I offer voters the option to choose me because I am an independent person who has a good amount of knowledge about the nature and background of local issues.  I like and respect people and am not afraid to tactfully ask the hard questions.  

I have had an involvement with the Hastings District Council for about 16 years.  In trhe early 1990s I formally raised the matter of sub-standard housing in west Flaxmere.  I like to think that my effort in that regard could be seen as a forerunner of what later developed into concerns such as the leaky houses syndrome.  With regard to the urban marae located in Flaxmere, yes I did have an involvement at its early stages.  It is fair to say that through the vision of the Council at the time the land involved was valued at a price where it became feasible to buy.  With regard to the airport, I had dealings with it in that the underlying land was not in fact purchased by the Crown.  In terms of roading I was privy to discussions concerning the route.  I was asked to choose the route that the expressway takes between Taradale Road and the airport.  Regards the luxury lodge (Cape Kidnappers), my involvement was prolonged and intense.  At first I was a submitter but subsequently became an appellant who opposed the lodge.  Prior to that I had filed the Waitangi Tribunal claim pertaining to the Cape.  Regards the Northern Arterial Route, I appeared as one of the legal counsel in the High Court.  I had followed the progress of the matter from the Maori Land Court through to the High Court.  In terms of the Ocean Beach subdivision proposal, my involvement dates back to when the original 5 lot sub division was proposed (and approved) in around 2003.  It makes me smile when I recall referring to that relatively minor project as the thin end of a wedge which may end up looking like a ‘little Miami.’  Little did I know the State of Florida was on its way!  In terms of the more recent discussion concerning a possible change to the District Plan pertaining to the Ocean Beach area, I was a submitter.              

As a result of my experiences I like to think that I have fairly good understanding about a lot of pre and post colonial history in this area; events and people.  I am not one easily won over. I can see that there are always going to be different agendas.  As Mayor I would see my main job as acting to preserve the environment and also to uphold the rights of every single person living in the Hastings district and in particular their right to expect that they will, at every level be given an equal opportunity to live a happy and fulfilling life.    

As I see it, the Mayor of Hastings must be someone who can relate to the whole community.  He must be able to detach and make reasoned decisions.  Based on what I know and have done I think of myself as someone who is able to justifiably claim to have a strong and meritorious basis for seeking to become the next Mayor of Hastings.  

BayBuzz:  Given that you have no track record as an elected official, wouldn’t voters be taking a giant leap of faith in selecting you over incumbent Lawrence Yule?

Nee Harland:  I don’t know about a giant leap.  But, yes I agree that appointing me to the position would involve an act of faith.   

BayBuzz:  What would be your top three or so priorities if elected Mayor?

Nee Harland:

a. Establishment of a land based waste water treatment plant.

b. Diversification of the basis of Hawkes Bay’s economy.

c. Enhancement of the role played by the EIT.

[BayBuzz commentary: PNH is strongly opposed to any dumping of sewage, even if filtered, which is the current practice. “Just OK treatment is not good enough.” He believes HDC should be looking at different options, including studying best practices in other countries.

Regarding diversification, he says the region “should not be just a service industry for the farmers.” EIT, “the brains of Hawke’s Bay,” should work more closely with the Chamber to identify more diverse business and growth opportunities.] 

BayBuzz:  Can you describe two or three of the biggest mistakes in policy or governance made by Mayor Yule during his two terms? How would you have handled these matters differently?

Nee Harland:  In terms of policy, I think that the greatest mistake made by Mr. Yule was to assume that the people of Hastings would indefinitely allow the farming community and big business to dictate the play.  Hastings is made up of course of a wide range of people and in fact the bulk of its people do not hold the same interests as those few lucky enough to own and work the land.  Overriding even that factor is the issue of whether the Council under Mr. Yule has taken sufficient heed of the changing nature of society itself.  To me, the situation is one where society is destabilizing and that is because the standards are falling.  In short, our world is being pulled apart because of extremism.   There are some non negotiables and one of the most basic is the health of the environment.  

On a number of critical decisions I believe it fair to say that the HDC went through the motions pertaining to seeking a mandate but for reasons which remain unclear the HDC exercised its ultimate prerogative and went in a different direction altogether.  For example, look at the debacle that was the Cape Kidnappers lodge proposal.  Even the Environment Court was driven to comment that it had seldom seen such a partisan (or biased) attitude.        

In terms of governance, I believe that it was a serious mistake for Mr. Yule to commit so much money towards trying to unnecessarily overhaul the District Plan rules pertaining to Ocean Beach.  How much has been spent so far?  On what exactly?  

BayBuzz:  On many important issues, the Mayor and Council have already committed to a particular direction – for example, Ocean Beach development, building the northern arterial route, the regional sports park. Do you really believe it is possible to change direction on projects like these if you are elected?

Nee Harland:  In terms of the Regional Sports Park project there seems to be relatively little in the way of public contention therefore I personally would do what I could to bring about its implementation.  In the case of the Northern Arterial Route, I think things have gone so far that the arguments must stop and everyone should be encouraged to find the middle ground.  Subject to the availability of the funds I think that that project needs to be urgently implemented.  In the case of the Ocean Beach development, the Council appears to have got itself so bamboozled by its own changing position that I am not sure whether there is in fact any particular proposal on the table.  If there is then I for one do not understand what that might be.    

BayBuzz:  What would be the two or three biggest differences between a third Yule term and a new start with Peter Nee Harland?

Nee Harland:

a. Increased transparency:  The public has the right to know what is going on at the Council.  It should be told beforehand what is planned and most importantly how much.  The Ocean Beach charrette project comes to mind.  

b. A conscious change in corporate culture at the Council where all parts of the matrix are meaningfully included in the decision making process.  It seems to me old hat to be running bodies such as the Maori Advisory Committee only to have it in effect disempowered.  The farming community needs to be respected for what it does for the province however more needs to be done to encourage farmers to see that they too have an interest in trying to do their bit to uphold and enhance the quality of life enjoyed by those in the city.  Minority communities everywhere need to be pulled into the mix.  Take for example the annual deluge of seasonal workers.  Where is there recognition of their needs and rights?    

c. Work toward establishing a land based waste water treatment plant.  I would want to see (i) an identification of the options, (ii) how much each option would cost, (iii) consultation with the public, (iv) make the commitment, (v) set a timetable for implementation.  I personally do not accept discharging sewerage into the Bay albeit filtered of objects larger than 1 mm.  According to an article which appeared on TV1 on the 4th of September, Wanganui has somehow found a way of committing $100 M dollars toward removing sewerage from the river.  I would like to see the Bay moving quickly in that direction.      

Something which I would avoid like the plague is disrupting in any way the day to day workings of the Council.  As far as I’m concerned the people who work for the Hastings District Council do a good job.   

 [BayBuzz commentary: In PNH’s view, the role of the politicians (i.e., the councillors) is “to set the value system” and then let the managers manage in that framework. That said, he believes more and more specification is required because individuals have gotten more “rude and demanding” … his way of saying that more and more individuals are looking to work the system, exploit loopholes, etc. to advance their self-interested objectives. “Situations that once worked out fine when ambiguity was built into the system, now no longer work out,” because commercialism drives people to exploit vagueness and loopholes.]

BayBuzz:  Some have said that the Mayor and Council have not paid proper attention to what the ratepayers want – as expressed, for example through formal submissions to the Council. How would you proceed if you believed the public had just “got it wrong” on the merits of a certain issue – how do you balance being a representative with being a leader?

Nee Harland:  Quite simply I would not proceed if the ratepayers opinion had been sought and the general resulting consensus was that the HDC should not go ahead.  

In order for the democratic process to function properly, I believe it fundamental that the public’s servants follow orders.  A closely related issue as I see it (and not one easily sorted) is how the Council could obtain an appropriate mandate.  I concede as a matter of practicality that those charged with implementing policy cannot be expected to rush off to consult the public about everything.  However I tend to think that it is not only possible but highly desirable that the policy makers (cf. implementers) do so.  Perhaps the views of the people could be obtained online.  The HDC libraries appear to be hooked up to the Council’s main computer.  Why not at least consider using it as a tool for democracy?       

And, how do I balance being a representative with being a leader?  My reply would be that under a democracy a leader should not remain the leader if that person does not represent the views of the majority of voters.  

[BayBuzz commentary: PNH gets fervent on the subject of the innate wisdom of the public, if they are properly informed. He says, if well-informed “the public will give the right answer.” In his view, as politicians, councillors should be astute enough to anticipate contentious issues, and devise public education and consultation procedures that truly elicit informed public feedback. And when that happens, elected officials should abide by the popular majority will, even if closely divided.

He believes that presently the public receives “a lot of politically filtered information” and consequently many have the feeling: “I wonder what I don’t know or I’m not told?”]

BayBuzz:  Will you give us your position – specifics please – on these three issues:

a) Should development be allowed at Ocean Beach … and if so, what kind/extent of development?

Nee Harland:  I think that the 1999 Ocean Beach Structure Plan report was quite sound.  It said in essence don’t adjust the character of the beach.  The public’s right of access urgently needs to be sorted.  That concern was noted as far back as March 2000.  As Mr. Yule has stated, the fact is that public do not own the road leading to the beach.  If access to the surf club is in fact the concern then it does seem to me that the matter could be sorted by registering a restrictive covenant on the title to the surf club land.  To do anything which would aggravate the confusion presently active amongst the owners of the affected land is no longer acceptable.   

As a matter of policy, I find the current situation unacceptable in that the Council is continuing to make efforts to secure a right of way (by common law easement) to the surf club land based in part on an assurance that that right will not be used to gain access to the land adjoining the surf club – yet - the official site plans which are already in the public domain make it clear that the possible new subdivision is to be accessed via that easement right.  If that is the case then I think it fair to call such a brazen act duplicitous and plain bad policy.

In terms of the situation concerning a possible 300, 400, 500 .. 1000 houses at Ocean Beach.  I believe that the Council erred quite seriously in that something dramatic happened between the 1999 report and 2007. I believe that that something was a dramatic shift in Council policy.  It seems to me that the public were quite forthright in saying no to an urbanization of the Beach yet the Council under Mr. Yule somehow still finds the words to justify moving in the exact opposite direction.  By any chalk the situation as it stands at the moment is extremely complex.  It need not be.  Granted, that the Council did have to try to close the gap that was the right for farmers to cut off 1.5 hectares for every 20 hectares remaining.  But how does one reconcile pursuing that objective with what has crystallized into a huge shift away from the starting position?

In the case of Ocean Beach, the hopeful developer looks to have taken advantage of the Council in that it happily climbed aboard the omnibus charrette.  The Council then sought an ‘independent’ environmental report from something called EMS but the Council decided in its wisdom to ignore even EMS’s radical advice and approve in principle an even greater number of houses.  The Council moved to close the aforementioned gap via the so-called Plan Change 38.  The developer then turned on the Council and is currently trying to have the High Court reject PC 38 on the highly technical ground that.. Maori had not been consulted.  This is a Pakeha developer?  Meanwhile the developer is trying another way of exceeding the very generous offer that is already approved in principle by the Council.  Right now the developer is seeking Council approval for a Private Plan Change the details of which have not been disclosed as yet.  

If I were Mayor I would have seen my job as protecting the public’s interest.  Not only would I have seen the issue of finance as a concern, I would also have taken into account the physical reality which is that Ocean Beach is special and it is so mainly because it has not been urbanized.  I would not have erred from the 1999 Structure Plan report.  If the developer wanted to bring about a change (which is its right) I would have advised Council staff to process that application in the usual way but do no more.  I would not have supported the expenditure of so much of the ratepayers money in what seems to me to have always been a project that would benefit only a very small number of people.  

There are rumours circulating concerning the costs to date borne by the Council.  I choose to ignore that talk.  I am more interested to hear directly from Mr. Yule the figures involved.  The charrette alone cost $ 200,000.  The EMS report involved a lot of work.  The legal fees must have been steep.  Council staff must have spent a few thousand hours working on the issue.  How much altogether?      

BayBuzz:  How should the matter of parking be handled in Havelock North village?

Nee Harland:  No parking meters.  In terms of reconciliation, how can the HDC justifiably claim to need more money when certain Council Board members decided to spend so much money on pet projects such as promoting the Ocean Beach Structure Plan change?  

BayBuzz:  Should major residential developments be allowed on land that is ideally suited to agriculture and horticulture?

Nee Harland:  Not a town planner but I do have an opinion about the issue.  It seems to me that further expansion should be discouraged.  Inevitably more expansion will be needed but that occasion should not be driven by developers wanting to make a profit.  It should be driven by a consciousness of the fact that we should value very carefully what’s left.  

BayBuzz:  What do you see driving economic prosperity in Hawke’s Bay ten years from now, and how will you as Mayor of Hastings advance that scenario?

Nee Harland:

a. Education, and in particular R & D.

b. The state of the environment.  That is, maintaining the quality of the fresh water, using the existing resources efficiently, etc.

c. An expansion of dairy farming.

d. Horticulture.  That is, vineyards and wine making.

e. International tourism.

BayBuzz:  Granted, the Mayor and Council do not have direct responsibility with respect to the tragic problem of violence against children. Still, to get an insight into your values and orientation, we’d like to hear your views, as a private citizen, about what should be done to address this issue.

Nee Harland:  My view is that there is a need to step back and try to understand the phenomenon in all its unpleasant reality.  

It seems to me that violence against children is simply the tragic end result of over-stress.  

To me stress is the number one causative factor driving domestic violence.  As I see it, most of those who commit such acts have certain undetected disorders.  I would go further than that and say that the victims too will likely suffer from undetected disorders.  A goodly number of those disorders are in my view derivatives of over stress.  The formula seems simple enough; identify and decrease those factors which give rise to stress and you simultaneously lower the probability of the negative behavior such as violence against children.  

Thanks for the opportunity to put my views to the readers of your Baybuzz website.  
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