Hastings Mayoral Race: Economy tops to do list
By Lawrence Gullery
Public meetings, radio debates and impromptu appearances at events are on all the cards for the candidates looking to be mayor of Hastings for the next three years.

Voters have four choices this time around, including incumbent Lawrence Yule, 2007 challengers Simon Nixon and Peter Nee Harland both from Havelock North and new-comer, candidate Des Ratima from Whakatu.

Mr Yule was nominated by well-known Hawke’s Bay businessmen Kevin Atkinson and John Buck but stopped short of declaring his list of supporters who might be in his election camp.

“There’s a mixture of people in my camp, support from right across the board, not just from one part of the community,” he said.

Mr Yule said the biggest issue facing the district was its slow economic recovery from the recession and progress towards amalgamation.

“People are finding it difficult at the moment and the council has a role to play in being pragmatic and addressing the issues the economy is facing.

“Our primary, viticulture and farming sectors, which are our key economic drivers, are finding it tough,” he said.

Tourism and visitors numbers was also another area which would need work on in the next three years.

“Since we developed the Hawke’s Bay Wine Country brand, we have managed to keep up with growth but we haven’t pulled ahead of the rest of New Zealand.

“And that’s the challenge in the future … we need to up the marketing efforts of Hawke’s Bay to make it a place for people to come,” he said.

Mr Yule said his job as Local Government New Zealand president gave him access to cabinet ministers and to the Prime Minister.

“That’s of benefit to the region because I’m able to put the issues we face in front of them,” he said.

Mr Nixon is also keen to put the economy at the top of his campaign list and wanted to work towards removing the red tape when it comes to economic development.

“While millions of ratepayer dollars are being spent on projects, none of these are likely to make any meaningful difference to the things that matter the most: jobs, incomes and standard of living.

“The (Hawke’s Bay) airport upgrade is a joke and will do nothing to reduce the costs to the businesses people of Hawke’s Bay or visitors,” he said.

Mr Nixon said he had a strong campaign plan heading into the final weeks of voting.

“… but I do not wish to go public on the details.”

He said however, he believed the Hastings District Council needed new people who understood how the economy works, what businesses need to grow and the value of education.

“Hawke’s Bay is at a crossroads and could easily tip into a continuing serious decline. More people are leaving than arriving, our young and brightest must move elsewhere for higher education,” Mr Nixon said.

Mr Ratima was nominated by his wife and a friend from his church. He believes Maori are “firmly in my camp” and he can provide an option which had not been available to Maori in the past.

“I also believe that my fellow church members would support me because of the shared values we share. Many of the smaller groups like our Pacific Island and Asian people I believe would support me,” he said.

Mr Ratima said the biggest issue facing Hastings is the completion of Treaty of Waitangi settlements.

“I am the only candidate who fully understands the issues of settlements and the changes and benefits that will arrive at the same time,” he said.

It was important the council lead the changes for “Maori aspirations”, a view which Mr Ratima said would “get me offside with some constituents”.

“… however it is a reality which will face the district. There must be collaboration, consultation and partnering in order to maximise the opportunities that the settlements will bring firstly for Maori, then for the region. There is no need to be afraid. There is a need to be prepared.”

Mr Ratima is no stranger to politics and has worked as chairman of the Maori/Hastings District Council Joint Committee for five years.

“In this election I am not the novice, I am going into this election knowing that I can hit the road running if required, with good experience and understanding of the requirements of the job,” he said.
Peter Nee Harland was nominated by friends and believes a wide range of people support him.

“The mayor needs to be someone with a clear sense of philosophy preferably born of good training, sound qualifications and experience.  

“Just as being black does not mean that one is automatically accepted by the brothers, it is my view that the mayor should be able to listen with compassion to different interest groups without being seduced into making decisions just to maintain popularity.  

“I have had a wide range of experiences and the privilege of a good education.  While at first blush I might be seen as having a particular bias toward promoting the interests of the Maori community, in fact I see myself as bound to serve the interests of all sectors without prejudice.”

Mr Harland said the council needed to be reminded as policy makers it should be accountable to the community.

“The fact that most of the electorate is not wealthy carries with it the need to exercise judgment with care,” he said.

The biggest issues facing Hastings included climate change and improving the district’s water quality.

“I firmly believe that Hastings must take active and courageous steps now to ensure that the quality of its water (both on land and in the Bay) is kept to the highest possible standards,” Mr Nee Harland said. 

