Napier Mayoral Race: Who Will Be The Peoples’ Choice?
By Katherine Edmond
Napier – a well managed city run by a responsive and trusted council and poised for growth when the upswing comes or one with a stagnating economy and growing pockets of discontent and disenfranchisement from decision making? 
It depends who you talk to. The first description, unsurprisingly, comes from sitting Mayor Barbara Arnott, who is seeking her fourth term at the helm. The second is the view of the sole challenger for the job, community worker Michelle Pyke.

Although Pyke’s been rating well in the (completely unscientific) Bay Buzz online poll, she undoubtedly has a tough job ahead of her. Arnott has won the last three mayoral elections hands down with her majority rising from just over 8,000 votes in 2001 to 10,480 in 2004, and a solid 12,307 in 2007. She won’t say if this is her last term as Mayor but does admit to looking forward to a future with more freedom and time to spend with family.
But that’s not because her enthusiasm for the job is waning. “I genuinely enjoy being Mayor,” says Arnott. “I am standing again because the job is a privilege and I still wake up every morning and think ‘yes’. I’m as enthusiastic today as I was eight years ago.”
And, on the question of whether there should be a limit to the number of terms local body politicians can serve, she has a strong view – ‘it’s the people’s choice’.


Arnott was the first woman Mayor to be elected in the East Coast region and, while she doesn’t draw attention to gender, says women ‘are natural mediators and look for consensus. We are used to solving problems and mayors solve problems’.

That style has won her plenty of friends. Even those unhappy about aspects of Napier’s development – and most of them aren’t prepared to go on the record – are complimentary about Arnott as a person. She’s well liked and seen as a hard worker although, as one business owner put it, ‘what Barbara wants to do she does and what she doesn’t want to do she doesn’t’.

Arnott grew up in Otago in an ‘ordinary, working class family’ with parents who were committed community workers. “Dad was always busy, doing bottles drives or sand bagging for floods and my mother baked and baked and baked.” 

She trained as a micro-biologist, had her children while working for the World Health Organisation in London, and then relocated to Napier. Before winning the mayoralty, she ran a business in training, governance and management, mainly for the education sector. 

The council Arnott heads today is a lot more cohesive than the one she inherited in her first term as Mayor, largely because of her leadership style. 

Current city councillor Bill Dalton says: “Because we are not fighting there is a perception we’re not doing anything and Barbara is a dictator. That is absolutely not the case. Sure Barbara is a very strong leader but you can disagree with her and win your point. The Napier City Council is democratic, and made up of a good bunch of councillors who are pulling in the same direction.”

Responsive?

Michelle Pyke accuses Arnott of being out of touch with parts of the Napier constituency but the Mayor rejects the criticism, saying one of her greatest achievements is to have branded the Napier City Council as responsive and trustworthy. 

She says leadership is about taking people with you. 

“Whether it’s streets, neighbourhoods or bigger issues, people know what should be happening and they drive what council does. You may put issues in front of them but they decide how it will play out.”

Arnott says she has learned to take time to bring people along with her while also understanding that ‘pleasing everybody does not necessarily lead to good decision making’.

Another achievement she cites is being instrumental in leading the Napier City Council toward tight fiscal control of its business. While acknowledging the input of councillors and staff, she says ‘without any doubt, I have established a financially responsible legacy for the city’. 

Certainly, the figures look pretty good. External borrowings are expected to peak at $23 million in the 2011/12 year and then slowly diminish to around $7 million by the end of the decade. In the current year, Napier increased rates by 1.98 per cent and predicts average rate rises of 3.56 per cent for the next three years. 

Arnott says her cautious approach has seen major projects being delivered on time and on budget. Examples include the McLean Park redevelopment, Taradale Library, Bay View Sewage and the Dickens Street upgrade.

On the environmental front, she is proud of the pathways project in Napier and the $500,000 the council has put into tree planting and landscaping both along the pathways and around the city.

Napier is sometimes accused of going it alone but Arnott is at pains to point out her own, and the council’s, participation in regional initiatives such as the Heretaunga Plains Urban Growth Strategy, which she chaired, the Pettigrew Green Arena and the Regional Sports Park to which Arnott says the Napier City Council will ‘consider a contribution’ to the velodrome if it gets government go ahead.

But when it comes to tourism, doing its own thing is top of Arnott’s agenda.

She says Napier has not had good enough results from involvement with the regional tourism body. “Napier is a tourism city – we know what our product is and we’ve successfully marketed it ourselves in the past. In the spirit of regionalism, we will continue to support Venture Hawke’s Bay, but we’re also going to have to manage more of our own marketing again in the future.”  

Michelle Pyke

It’s been 12 years since Michelle Pyke threw her hat in the ring for local body politics and she says her personal situation is much better than in 1998, when she stood for the Napier City Council. “My three sons have left home, I’ve re-partnered and been successfully self employed since 2003.” That work involves contracting to Work and Income to transition people off welfare and into employment.

Pyke’s community involvement record is impressive. Over 20 years, she’s been involved with many Napier social service groups ranging from the Community Law Centre - which she chaired - and the Napier Council of Social Services to the Youth Entertainment Trust and Tough Love, and she was the first welfare beneficiary to be appointed to a Lottery distribution committee. Her current project is setting up a rape crisis service for Hawke’s Bay.

Pyke (who is also standing as an at-large candidate for a council seat) says a key strength is her ability to relate to a wide range of people including many who feel disenfranchised. She’s running a ‘quiet bet’ that none of her election hoardings in Maraenui will be damaged during the campaign.

“The kids in Maraenui know who I am - I have been welcomed into thousands of Napier homes to assist with a huge range of issues. I am able to speak for beneficiaries, sole parents, leaseholders, low income families, people with health issues, all groups who currently don’t feel they have a voice in the system.

“Napier deserves a mayor who has a realistic understanding of the multi-faceted issues facing all her citizens and the capability to be proactive as well as reactive to those individual and collective needs.”

Leadership is one of Pyke’s campaign platforms – she says she has a proven track record in bringing together people with diverse, or opposing, points of view, and identifying where the common ground lies.

Other issues are the lack of youth facilities in Napier and the leasehold land issue. She has spent years campaigning to get rid of leases and says she is ‘back to settle this – once and for all’. 

“I am absolutely determined that all Napier’s residential and commercial leases must be banished to the history books – and not at the over-expense of leaseholders’ chequebooks.”

It’s not something Arnott is putting a lot of time into debating. “Leasehold land is her (Pyke’s) platform – I’m not campaigning on that.” 

Social Issues

Pyke’s concern about social issues in Napier, however, does resonate with others. Pilot City Trust Chair Martin Williams sees while it’s not an issue for Napier alone, there is a pressing need for community development in the city. 

He says community groups are struggling and need resources and a partnership approach by the council.

“I think councils, and Napier is no exception, want to be seen to be doing the work and feel threatened when the community does it itself. Rightly or wrongly for example, there is a perception that the Maraenui Urban Renewal Project has been progressed in the wrong way. The Council came riding in on a white horse saying we’ll fix it for the community rather than embracing the groups that have been working in the area for 20 years.

“The new entity created by Council has brought significant benefit but a lot of those working in the community feel left out and disgruntled. They feel they could have done much better if they had been given some of the resources the council has access to.”

Other issues facing Napier, according to some in the business community, are poor economic growth, too little industry, a falling population, lack of action over erosion at Westshore, and a tourism industry suffering without the iconic Marineland facility. 

As one put it, there is none of the ‘build it and they will come’ philosophy that has driven development in Dubai - fiscal responsibility has become an aversion to taking risks. 

Dalton agrees the council has been risk averse but describes that approach as ‘totally appropriate’ for the economic climate. 

“It is to our credit that we have been fiscally conservative – it has not been the time for bold initiatives - until now. In the next term, I think the Council should open up a bit. You have to be able to change as the economy changes.”

So why aren’t some of the sideline critics putting their names forward for council seats or the top job? 

There’s cynicism, with some taking the view that incumbents are there for the income and the job security. 

Says one: “Lots of business people are passionate about Napier but they are very busy and used to making decisions and getting people to carry them out quickly and effectively. The hefty reports and the endless meetings are a turn off.” 

