Hastings Mayoral Candidate Lawrence Yule Talks to BayBuzz

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

BayBuzz:  Tell us why you are seeking a third term as Mayor.  After six years, why should the voters NOT opt for a new face and approach?

Yule:  It is a real privilege to be Mayor and there is still lots to be done. I stand on my record and voters can decide. The district has significant opportunities and challenges and I want to be part of shaping how we deal with these issues.

BayBuzz:  As you approach six years of service as Mayor, what is the most important thing you have learned that will make you a better Mayor if re-elected?

Yule:  I have learnt that people generally want to improve their lives, the environment and their economic well being.  They generally have a higher level of expectation of what the council can deliver yet are not generally prepared to pay a lot more for this. Sometimes we just have to say no.

[BayBuzz Commentary: Yule says: “I’m pleased with where we’ve been able to keep rate increases, averaging about 4%.”  He would aim to keep rate increases to around the general rate of inflation, but notes that costs in key areas of Council expense have risen at a much higher rate … for example, construction at 6% and roading costs at 30%.]

BayBuzz:  You must also have made a mistake or two along the way. In hindsight, what two or three issues would you have handled differently, and how?

Yule:  The Council got Splash Planet wrong. It has never delivered the numbers predicted by the experts or the independent business board that recommended it.  We are now dealing with the consequences.  It is an iconic facility but financially it has been difficult. I was relatively new to the council and I listened too heavily to the outside experts.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  Yule added:  I regret the Splash Planet decision. It has cost the ratepayers dearly for years and will continue to cost dearly for years … It hasn’t delivered the numbers that people said it would … Now we have to deal wit the consequences.”

But apart from bad advice on Splash Planet and Havelock North’s parking needs, Yule believes the District has made judicious and necessary use of consultants, and has been well served. In some cases, like Ocean Beach, he says that the technical work required to meet standards expected in, say, the Environment Court simply could not be done by staff.]

On Ocean Beach I want to create 100 year solution that prevents sprawling development along its length. We have failed to get this message across and have been accused of all sorts of things with this issue, yet our goal is to get a long term sustainable planning solution for a very special part of our district.  We have done this in a public way to allow widespread community input. The Ocean Beach issue has to be resolved and will involve some pain but if we can find a 100 year solution future generations will thank us. 

[BayBuzz Commentary:  We discussed Ocean Beach at length and BayBuzz will elaborate on Mayor Yule’s below.]

BayBuzz:  If you had to stand for re-election on just three accomplishments made in your first two terms, what would those be?

Yule:  I have helped improve the relationship between Hastings and Napier. It has never been better and has been a real priority. I have done this by example, and led and still chair the Pettigrew Green Arena. This is a highly successful facility that was built by the whole region.

I have led the upgrade of the Hawke's Bay Opera House. This is the most loved building in our city and the project has enjoyed universal support. It is now recognised nationally and it a place of great pride for our people.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  Yule says the litmus test for the wisdom of making the investment in the Opera House has been the outpouring of non-Council financial support the project received -- $5 million out of the $12 million spent.]

I have given a type of leadership that is accessible, open and honest. I am not afraid of the hard issues.

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

Yule:  Advance the Regional Sports Park project.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  Yule says, “This is to make a fundamental difference to the lives of our young people … we have to get them into active health and recreation before they’re fifteen.”]

Extend the runway at Hawke's Bay Airport.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  BayBuzz noted that challenger Simon Nixon has made his reputation largely as a well-informed crusader for the extension, and he asserts the Mayor has not been aggressive enough on the matter. Yule says, “I’ve been pro-active on this issue … I’m pushing as hard as I can … It’s a core piece of our infrastructure.” He’s committed to getting the extension done in his next term, and asserts that he’s been doing a lot behind the scenes to progress the matter. Nixon says it’s been botched all along and he’d give it a smarter strategy and a higher priority.  No doubt the candidates will arm wrestle on this one!]

Resolve the Coastal erosion issues at Haumoana and Te Awanga

Implement a new Customer Service regime to encourage significant efficiencies in the Council operations.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  Yule says this initiative involves more efficient organization and even location of staff to reflect the nature of interactions that ratepayers have most often with the bureaucracy – for example, co-locating and making more accessible the various staff dealing with resource consents.]

Make a more significant commitment to environmental sustainability.

[BayBuzz Commentary:  Yule turned several times in this interview to the theme of the possibility of “killing the goose that lays the golden egg,” suggesting that developers have gotten the upper hand, whether the issue is sub-dividing horticulture land in the plains or sub-dividing coastal farms. He says, “We are notoriously wasteful of our land resource, especially here in the Bay.” He commented that “every day developers are beavering away” looking for loopholes in the rules that will permit them to make money. He observes that environmentalists are being “worn down” by developers, being put on the defensive over and over and forced to protect the environment with their own resources. 

He suggests that some alternative means of consultation needs to be invented, perhaps modeled on the Architects Panel, so that environmental concerns are registered and taken into account earlier in the process when projects with significant environmental implications are proposed. As BayBuzz heard it, this concept sounded promising, but fuzzy … if citizens are being worn down, that suggests the Council needs to step into the breech more forcefully as a defender of the “golden goose.”]

BayBuzz:  What would be the two or three biggest differences between a third Yule term and a fresh start with Simon Nixon?

Yule:  I can’t comment a lot on this because I am not aware of Simon Nixon’s skills.

Experience is obviously a difference. I haven’t got all the answers but I have learnt a lot and have a lot of things underway.

We have a united and hardworking Council where people are included and I respect individuals input. I regard this as very important.

BayBuzz:  Some say that you as Mayor and the Council as a whole have not paid proper attention to what the ratepayers want - as expressed, for example through formal submissions to the Council. In situations where you believe the public has just "got it wrong" on the merits of a certain issue, how do you proceed - how do you balance being a representative with being a leader? Would you give us a specific example?

Yule: This is a challenge sometimes.  On most issues there are various competing considerations. The public generally don’t get it wrong but often have a view from a particular angle. I will always try and make a decision that represents the majority view.  That majority is the district as a whole. This may differ from those who make the submissions.  

Leadership is about taking the people with you. Not working against them.

We often get requests to changing the rating formula’s for individual areas because people have been adversely affected by property revaluations. To change usually has an adverse effect on everybody else so we rarely allow such changes. 

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?

Yule:  Some limited development at the southern end as long as the northern

 part of the beach is protected forever.

[BayBuzz Commentary: We pressed Yule to elaborate. His view is that careful study has identified about 7% of Ocean Beach (all at the south end) as suitable for development, and that this footprint could sustain in the range of 300 or so dwellings. He further believes that those insisting upon no development fall short on two accounts – first, they can’t make a winnable RMA-grounded case for no development before the Environment Court; and second, forcing developers to settle for only 25 or so large lifestyle blocks today will simply guarantee even more pressure in the future as those families or new owners inevitably will seek to sub-divide. Better in his mind to protect 93% of OB permanently, now. He says, “I am prepared to ride the pain out to get the hundred year solution … If we walk away from this now, there will be development right up the coastline.”

In the next week or so, the Council will trigger the formal RMA consultative process for the private plan change submitted by Hill Country et al, guaranteeing that Ocean Beach will be front and center during the election period. Yule expects the Council will endorse a 300 dwelling scheme, as opposed to the 1000 dwelling village proposed by developers. He holds out the prospect that “the community” might decide to buy the Haupouri Flats land so as to reduce the number of dwellings allowed. 

Whether or not one agrees with Yule, it must be said that at least he articulates a concrete position that voters can reward at the polls or not, unlike challenger Nixon. BayBuzz finds it incredible that someone could seriously run for Hastings District office without having a substantive position on Ocean Beach development. To Nixon’s “I haven’t had the chance to study the matter enough,” BayBuzz says, “Find the time before ballots are mailed!”]

b) How should the matter of parking be handled in Havelock North village?

Yule:  We have a solution for parking in Havelock North. Everybody agrees parking needs to be paid for and the community which it to be done via a targeted rate.

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

Yule:  No, but we are losing this battle in the Environment Court. It is a nationwide problem and New Zealand is very wasteful with its land resource.

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, if re-elected?

Yule:  Tourism, the retirement industry, high valued food and wine production and highly skilled migration.  I have worked very hard on economic developments because I believe they are our future. We need more people and more economic diverstity without ruining the environment.

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.

Yule:  I am disgusted at the level of violence against children in New Zealand. It is the parents’ responsibility pure and simple.  The children who will be the next parents must be educated that this is not acceptable. Tougher sentences would help.

BayBuzz:  What question would you like to put to Simon Nixon?

Yule:  It’s easy to be critical of what we do, but what do you actually want to see happen? What is your vision for the city and district?

