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BRIEF OF EVIDENCE OF MEREPEKA RAUKAWA-TAIT, WAI
3314 IN SUPPORT OF THE MAORI WARD AND
CONSTITUENCIES URGENT INQUIRY WAI 3365

Introduction

1. My name is Mary-Gayle Raukawa-Tait, known as Merepeka. | am
filing this brief of evidence on behalf of my whanau, hapi, Iwi,
whanau whanui, and whangai. I am a claimant in various Kaupapa
Inquiries. 1 am participating as a Claimant in the Constitutional
Kaupapa inquiry. | am Te Arawa, Ngati Rangitihi.

Relevant background and qualifications

2. | have various qualifications and experience. | have a Masters in
Business Administration and | have been actively involved in the
health and disability sector, specifically in Health Promotion and
Health Education services. I am the chairperson for Whanau Ora. |
advocate for the rights of women and children to prevent family
violence. | have served as a District Health Board member, a City
Councillor and in NGO leadership positions. | was the CEO of
Women Refuge for a number of years.

3. I was elected to the Rotorua District Council in 2011, the operating
name changed to Rotorua Lakes Council in 2014. | remained an
elected councillor until October 2022, a period of eleven years.

4. 1 have also been a member of Te Maruata, Local Government New
Zealand’s Maori Advisory group. Members of Te Maruata Ropu
Whakahaere are a subcommittee of LGNZ made up of elected Maori
members providing guidance and support on issues of Maori.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

5. I support the Urgent Inquiry into the government’s proposed Repeal
of the Local Electoral (Maori Wards and Maori Constituencies)
Amendment Act 2021 (Wai 3365 #2.5.1).

6. Ifsuccessful I believe the government’s action will dilute, if not erase,
local government’s role to deliver on the commitments made in Te
Tiriti o Waitangi.

7. 1 confine my views and observations to the 11 years | was a Rotorua
Lakes Councillor and, Bay of Plenty Regional Councillor for a short
period of three years in the early 1990s.

8. In the past, successive governments have lamented the fact that few
Maori get elected to the 70-plus Local Territorial Authorities. This is
hardly surprising. Pakeha make up the majority of voters in New
Zealand. They vote for people who look and think like they do. There
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is little enthusiasm from voters to see and understand the added value
a Maori worldview brings to the council table.

This reluctance is even more surprising in areas with a heavy Maori
population where they play an active part in their community. This
however does not translate into votes from the general public should
a Maori attempt to get elected to the local council.

In my own case, with what | thought was a reasonable profile, it took
three attempts to get elected. I believe most Maori give up after their
first attempt. If you are serious about getting elected there is a
financial outlay; a candidate’s fee and promotional material to
distinguish you from other candidates, which some candidates cannot
afford to repeat every three years.

| have also observed that councils throughout Aotearoa, have
themselves, rarely put any effort into actively promoting increased
representation of Maori as elected members of local government. |
appreciate LGNZ has changed its benign stance in the past decade, |
saw them as being reluctant to challenge the status quo.

I believe when Maori do not see themselves at the council table they
start to think they do not belong there. Perhaps they think there are
skills and knowledge they do not have so it would be unwise to seek
election. This is not true. Every newly elected councillor comes into
the job with only their prior work and life experience. It is a job that
is learnt by doing. There is no great mystic to the job of councillor.

| have observed time and again, from my work in Rotorua and in
talking to other elected Maori councillors from around the country that
trust in councillors and feeling valued is the biggest decider to
increased representation of Maori as elected members of local
government. that their views are valued and sought after.

A few councils decided early on they wanted elected Maori
representation and participation on their council. The Bay of Plenty
Regional Council was successful with the establishment of three
Maori constituencies, Maua, Okurei, and Kohi. This was achieved by
an Act of Parliament, The Bay of Plenty Regional Council (Maori
Constituency Empowering) Act 2001.

When Maori wards and constituencies were under consideration, a
poll provision allowing for referendums was deemed necessary. Time
and again we saw attempts by Maori to secure a place at the council
table thwarted. New Plymouth, Palmerston North, Western Bay of
Plenty, Whakatane, Manawatu, and Kaikoura all lost their
referendums.

I have taken some time to explain the difficulty Maori have had over
decades to get increased representation as elected members of local
government and to ensure local government has strong relationships
and engagement with Maori.
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In 2021 the Labour Government repealed all mechanisms for local
authorities to conduct binding polls on whether to establish Maori
wards and constituencies, by Amending the Local Government
Electoral (Maori Wards and Constituencies) Act 2001. It also
provided councils with additional time to consider establishing Maori
wards ahead of the 2022 local elections.

In the 2022 local elections six of the eleven regional councils (54.5%)
have Maori constituencies, and 29 of the 67 territorial authorities
(43.3%) have Maori wards.

This increase in numbers provides a fresh opportunity for Maori to
ensure their voice and their issues are given the same weight and
consideration as all other matters that come before the council. Maori
councillors will rail against policies, decisions and poor engagement
that adversely impact Maori quality of life and well-being.

Maori councillors will be vigilant and ensure local government
delivers on the commitments made in Te Tiriti o Waitangi. | have
rarely seen Pakeha councillors initially openly advocate for things
Maori, and they are seldom first responders to call out and tackle
injustice, racism, and prejudice.

To amend the provisions of the Local Electoral (Maori Wards and
Maori Constituencies) Amendment Act 2021 is to return to a time
when Maori were invisible and ignored at local government level. A
clear breach of the principles of Te Tiriti o Waitangi

Te Tiriti o Waitangi allows for an authentic partnership, with local
councils creating conditions for shared prosperity and wellbeing.
Since the local government election in 2022, strong relationships have
been established and are working well. Elected Maori Councillors
have much to offer.

I look back over the years of serving my community as a councillor
with affection. It was a job that gave me much satisfaction and joy. |
know below the surface there is still an intense dislike by Pakeha
voters to see Maori in leadership roles. I have seen it, heard it, and
experienced it. Maori councillors tell me they experience the same.

By preventing, and making Maori participation, in local councils
difficult to achieve the government appears to want to take Aotearoa
back in time. We have past the tipping point and this behaviour shows
how out of touch the government is.

CONCLUSION

To conclude | am disgusted at the current Governments actions
towards Maori. The Government cannot chose when it how it wants
to engage with Maori. Its not about us without us. There is ignorance
and racism and a clear lack of understanding and priorities for Maori
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communities and Maori want these addressed. To rescind Maori
wards will only harm Maori, it will not help us.

26. | am available to address any matters raised in my brief of evidence
should the Tribunal or other parties require this of me.

Merepeka Raukawa-Tait





