Napier Mayoral Candidate Barbara Arnott Talks to BayBuzz

BayBuzz submitted questions to Mayor Arnott 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?

Arnott: There’s a lot to be said for consistency.  I’ve proved I can build a good team that makes good decisions for the city getting the best from whoever sits around the table.  I still look forward to every day, it’s a joy and a privilege to be in this position. 
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?

Arnott: You cannot lead unless you take everyone with you, councillors and the people who live in the city.  Listening, and giving everyone all the information may take some time but has better outcomes.
[BayBuzz commentary: Arnott referred to her past experience as a “mediator” in the education field, where she was called upon often to help “reconcile” disputes between principals, school trustees and parents. She believes she has applied these lessons well in resolving public disputes as mayor.] 

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?

Arnott: We learn by our mistakes. The Botanical Gardens issue is an example of a decision being made before I was Mayor. We should have revisited the issue afresh and consulted further before implementation. The Bay View Sewerage Reticulation would have been better managed with the HB Regional Council and the Napier City Council working hand in hand.  It was difficult for the community dealing with two authorities.

[BayBuzz Commentary: Some in Napier would say a major mistake of Arnott was leading the opposition to introducing the ward electoral scheme, followed by begrudging acceptance now that the scheme has been mandated despite Council opposition.]
BayBuzz: If you had to stand for re-election on just three accomplishments made in your first two terms, what would those be?

Arnott: 
1.
My Pathways Project has had fantastic community support and rapidly expanding use by locals and visitors.

2.
The partnership and relationship between Napier and Hastings which both Lawrence and I have worked hard to establish and build.
3.
Leadership of the Council which when I was elected had bitter conflicts and I am now proud of their maturity in achieving quality decisions through vigorous debate that does not lead to acrimony. 

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

Arnott: 
- Continued managed economic growth of the city and the region providing new opportunities to our whole community.

- Improved facilities for the museum and art gallery to bring our history and treasures to life. 

- Seeing the upgrade of McLean Park completed in preparation for the World Cup. 

- Completion of the Dickens Street redevelopment stage1and 2. 

- Expansion and improvement of the Taradale Library.
[BayBuzz commentary: Arnott favors the term “managed economic growth.” Among other things, she sees this as protecting the lifestyle residents are accustomed to while more and more people are living closer and closer together (referring to the blossoming of apartment living in Napier) … this in turn requiring more infrastructure investment. She argues that prudent growth has enlarged the overall economic base available to finance city programs, reducing the pressure to lift rates across the board. She notes that the current year rate increase was held to 2.4%, instead of the projected 3.5%, because three times more residential, industrial and commercial properties were added to the rate base than had been estimated in the long-term city plan. “Economic growth means lower rates for everyone,” she says, adding, “Rates are always an issue.”  Arnott also asserts that she has balanced growth against environmental protections, recognizing that it is the overall ambience of Napier, including “ease of access to attractive amenities,” that attracts both citizens and vistors.]

BayBuzz: What would the two or three biggest differences between a third Arnott term and a fresh start with Clifford Church?

Arnott:  I can’t be expected to speak for Clifford as I don’t know him or his campaign.  I have based my time as Mayor on leadership, accessibility to all people and good commonsense decision making.
BayBuzz: 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?

Arnott: I haven’t been in a situation where I’ve thought the public had got it wrong – there are just different perceptions and points of view.  Part of being a good leader is knowing when the timing, funding and community support are aligned.  When they are it’s the right time to proceed.  When they’re not good leadership means addressing the shortcomings.  The Botanical Gardens was a classic example where the funding was right but our timing was wrong and community support had waned.  The council added more time to get the process back to the people.
[BayBuzz commentary: Arnott says that, perhaps unlike Hastings, Napier “has gotten most of the big contentious issues behind us,” giving the examples of big-box retail stores and protecting the coastal hazard zone. “Everybody’s on the same page,” she says. She paints a picture – accurate or not is for the voters to judge – of a city with a governing style that proactively engages citizens when problems appear on the horizon. As an example, she noted that Napier officials had conducted 50 “street meetings” in the last year on various “nuts & bolts” community issues like speed bumps and parking. “Information is power,” she says, with the trick being able to put forward complex issues with clarity or simplicity that average citizens can relate to. She refers to a “can do service industry culture” as driving the local government’s engagement with its residents. Again, a claim for Napier voters to assess.

On the other hand, she also observes that “having some tension around the table is good … we have some strong debate here … Napier is a very feisty town.” Some critics assert that Major Arnott is not quite as tolerant of dissent as those comments might suggest.]

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

a)
What is the biggest infrastructure challenge facing Napier?

b)
What should the Council do, or not do, to secure the future of Marineland?

c)
What is one of the most contentious issues today in Napier, and how would you like to see the matter settled?

Arnott:
a)
Wastewater Treatment.

b)
Keeping all of the options open and pursuing the Government policy which currently is confused in its message to Napier and unsupportive of live dolphins in captivity whatever the method used to obtain them.

c)
Paying for Taradale upgrade from new parking meter revenue. Council needs to be patient and work with the community to achieve a suitable upgrade funded in a manner that meets the Taradale community’s acceptance.
[BayBuzz commentary: Regarding wastewater treatment, critics would argue that so long as Napier is dumping sewage, however filtered, into the Bay, it has not solved its waste problems adequately. 

We talked a bit about Marineland, since that seems to be the main issue on the mind of Arnott’s challenger, Clifford Church.  Arnott says her position is clear. She and the Council “don’t think that putting dolphins in a pool does anything for education … I personally think the country has moved on from that..” As she sees it, the Council is clearly on record as being opposed to using its funds to bring back dolphins to Marineland. At the same time, one detects a bit of displeasure that the Government has not asserted its policy clearly, allowing the citizen petition “to twist in the water” as she puts it.}

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

Arnott: Tourism both domestic which involves other New Zealanders enjoying our lifestyle and events and international which involves people from all over the world making the choice to be in Napier.  The fundamental structure of the regional economy including farming, horticulture, viticulture and our core quality retail centres will remain the drivers that will work in tandem with the opportunities that tourism brings.

Steady, managed demand driven growth of the city infrastructure together with the special effort that we give to marketing our city and region to the world.  This will include roading, services, airport, sportsgrounds and our open space used in our special events.
[BayBuzz commentary: Says Arnott: “The airport extension is a done deal.”

Regarding tourism, the Mayor expresses confidence that “our tourism is manageable, but we do need to make sure that our infrastructure keeps up.”

We discussed options for moving people around the region using more public transport. Arnott considers that there might be an argument for express bus service between Napier and Hastings, but noted that efforts so far to encourage bus use have failed, and that ratepayers understandably won’t stand for subsidizing virtually empty buses. She added: “People have romantic ideas of what can be achieved.” ]

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.

Arnott:  Change has to start with education.  Good parenting needs to be modelled and taught.  New Zealand has grown a culture of dependence where for a minority of people the shouldering of any responsibility for either themselves, their children or those around them is unknown.  The abuse of children is cyclical and we need to break this tragic cycle using both the carrot and the stick. It will take some pain, determination and huge time and effort to ensure people take responsibility for their actions.
