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that they are the custodians of their chil-

dren. Even if thay are good parents, feed- |

ing, clothipg and loving theiv children, and

not mistreating them in any way, they are
merely held by the state to be the guardians
af those children. For now. Because the
notion of “custody” is politically incorrect,
and the fact of natueal birth parenthood is,
like land ownership, an unfair advantage
of the greedy and selfish, which ought not
to be lauded aver non-natural parents.

You might then have a Muldoonesque

turn around the question of lesbian fathers,
gay marriages and the prospect of hookers
plying their trade on suburhan sheets and
getting job-sewrch grants when between
plmps. But there’s no need to resort to
using the Moral Conservative Cutrage

! non-politicised

module for the Do-t-Yourself Opposttion :

Leader Kit. There's plenty of mainstream -

stuff to be going on with, -

Like, the Jobs Jolt for the ageing unem-
ployed: the further hounding of smokers
and drinkers; the taxing of farmers for

methane, with no countervailing compeu-

sation for the pro-environmental things

overy farmer does every day, .
Then yow inner Muldoon would

get started on Maori claims: how long

" they're taking, how much money is being’

hilked in phoney - research schemes.
* You would traverse the lack of public-

sector accountability, which lets all that -
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Maori-onty spending go unmensured and
unmenitorad.

While harping on tie public service, you
would decry the number of Labour crony,
fellow traveller, sickly white liberal
appointees ~ for there is & handy Winston
Rhetoric-Booster Module in your kit. You
would remark that the fine parliamen-
tary convention whereby certain jobs
such as race relations and human rights
honchos ave appointed with multilateral
party support has been trashed, with the
government consulting no other par
ties, most recently in its appointment of
the Children’s Commissionsr. So once-
cherished offices of public account-
ability and moral . guardianship are
and  thevefora  less
publicly respected. To that, the govern-
ment wishes to add a Supreme Court of
right-on judicial activists to replace the
impartial Privy Council. '

You will by now need fo hit the whisky
bottle in the time-honoured Opposidon
faskiion. Se much autrage has to be regu-
lorly refuelled. There will be time laler to

-apply your kit to the perennial questions

of health, ectucation, taxation and superan-

. nuation, But youll have got the hang of

serious opposition. It's to ask; how would

-Muldoon have handled this? This might

seemn cheap and cbvioiis, but believe me,
on the ather side of the House, they often

LYY

ask themselves, “What would Lange or Big
Norm have done now? (Actually, at this
peint it would be fraithul for the Opposi-
tion even to ask, how would Bolger have
handled this®}

Among the great talents of these men
was the ability to see the big picture, and
articalate it compellingly In Opposition,

¢ they knew what they stood for and what
i they stood against. Thay kept thelr powder

i iy on the stuff that didn't matter. You

wouldn't have ceught Muldoon or Kirk
going off message to rail against the doings
of some obscure millionaire on D'Urville
Island, or campaigning for a convicted
paedophile. They would have put the
scatier-gun likes of Winston and Rodney
in strait-jackets, and only let them loose fur
specific, targeted purposes.

Of course, Tange, Kirk, Muldoon and
sven Bolger knew that policy issues were a
hell of a lot more complicated and nuanced

! than their Opposition thetoric ever let on,

But they also knew that you didn't have
the hwaury of worrying about the nuances
till you got to be the governmeant. And you
didn’t get to be the govermment by boring.
paople with niences. They knew that you
kept the Qualifications, Complications and

. Niggling Anomalies rmodule in your Prime

IMinistor Kit under the sofa, and resisted
the urge even to take them oul of the
Plastic till you really were PM. ]
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sk, well, anyone.
Such as Ron Benfett from

Korneu. He will pay the Auck-

land Regional Council (ARC)

i three times more in rates this
year than last, “They're not doing the joh
right,” he complains. “I've got a son in
Talcapuna. You wapt to hear him jump
around.”

Graham Bennett is the son and he is
indsed jumping around. The ARC rates on
his million-doliar property have trebled.

" “This is a wealth tax,” he groans. The older
Benmett gritted his teeth and paid the bill.
“I'm not a surounger,” he says.

The younger ons wants to
argue the toss with the council
in cowrt.

Or, yen could ask Bl from
Stanmore Bay on the Whanga-
paraoa  Peninsula,  whose
circumstances are so dire that

" she ‘doesn’t want her surnam
published. Jill has actually:
lost her home altogether. On
an. invalid’s benefit, Jill has e
“budget so tight that she is otten
downp. to her last 10c. Her AR

* rates bill pushed her over
top. “It was the straw that hrok
the camel’s back,” she reports.
Jilt sold her house and hesn't
- found aneother. “I'm going to
finish up in the boondocks.” -
" But, with its overall rates rise
of 3¢ percent and individual
rises up to four and even 8
times last year’s rates, the ARG
merely tups. the list. of villains..
Banks Penmsula and Frank!
people are looking down the.
barrel of 16.6 percent. .
Waterfront property kept its
owners smiling until the rates
bills came in. Now theyre
grizzling from Foxton Beach to
Hahei.

Nelson, where newspapers Uoggle over-

the latest real-estate excesses, is usually |
so placid that last week locals were com-

plaining sbout the noise of ships. Buta ;

proposed rate rise of 18 percent sent them
inte such a fury that the local council
knocked it back to eight,

David Swire is sore with the Whangaret
District Council, whose rates demands
have whacked his Falls Estate retirement
village at Tikipunga. Residents, average
age around 78, will pay an extra $305 a
year. Totting it up at 36 a week, Swire
makes his own demand:
paying all this exira money and what do
-we get for it?”

T Napier, Doug Black sits in the fashion-
able suburh of Westshore and wonders
how long he and his partner can 20 on
paying their rates. “T've got the best view in
AUGUST 23 2003 LISTENER

“The village is |

| Napier,” he says, “but at 82 what the hell.”
| The owners of a clutch of fishing huts
at Lake Alexandrina in the mountains
near Tekapo are as far from Auckland as
they can get, except for their rates, Worse,
there is no discount for the snow and ics
that prevent owners from getting to their
huts for four to sbx months of the year, Jim
Underdown reckons that the good news is
that this winter has been mild. The bad
news is the Mackenzie District Council
has trebled thelr rates to $240 a year. “We
lost badly,” says Underdown.
- Near Mataura, iz Southland, Doug

COUNCILS ALL OVER NEW
EALAND ARE RAISING THE
RATES - AND THE BLOOD
RESSURE OF RATEPAVERS.

! to consider his fortunes. - His local

i council planned to charge him $2730°

. i for his local swinaming pool and Jihrary -
; this year. Dodds is gsore. “T've never seen
I the pool,” he says. “Tm not quite certain
where it is. It must be a big gold-plated
one. We use the library, but for what wo're
spending we could buy all the books we
| read”

Routine whining?

Not when the Governor of the Reserve
Bank jolns the chorus. Alan Bollard
gloomed over average houschold rates
rises of 4.5 percent this year, warned that
they could fire inflation, cause the Reserve

i Bank to tighten menelary policy, depress
the entire economy. And it wasn't as if
councils were strapped for cash: by his
counf, their cperating ncomes over the
last foure years had gone up four percent

.'Dadd}..__ comes in from milking his cows 1

5
1
|

annually, and rising. No, it wasn't just yow:
rates rises, said Bollard, had raced past
inflation for a decade.

So hardly anyone likes their local
council. They are talking revolt. In the
quiet streets of suburban and country New
Zealand, the mood is explosive.

WEEKENDS ARE good times for selling
cars. Taking z bath in the flood of imparts,
owners become weekend auto hustlers.
But if you park your carin a Christchurch
street with a “for sale” sign in the window,
someone will put a letter under your
wmdscreen wiper, insisting that you've
o * broken the law, Stop it or else.
A council etnployes is paid
to do this.
- Everyone can tell vou how
their council wastes money.
Toe  axmany  councillors
~ 24 In. Christchuech, more
than anywhere. Making too

John Banks, already rich, is on
$143,000 a year..

_ Too many junkets: the sister
‘city business. is a scom. Here's
Nelson. City Colingil spending
36000 taking its guests to the
Wearable Art Show.

- All teue, arguably. Perhaps it
is significant that in Dunedin,

here people will actually pay
less in rafes this. year, conncil-
lors have. decided that they
-and city dfficials will generally
wavel econormny class rather than
Tusiness.

But profligacy or privilege is

hardly pushing up. the rates.
" What do  these councils
have in common that makes

obvious to the naked eve, says
Auckland political scientist and
local-body specialist Graham
Bush WhD pays just over $2000 in rates
on his $800,000 Auckland home. Except,

them spend so much? Nethiag -

good a living, Auckland Mayor .

politicians choose the middle of their

three-year terms — that is, this year — to
hike up rates: “Next year [local body elec-
tion year], ensuring rates don't go too high
will be further up their scale of priorities.”

Have they grown far and lazy? Or been
forced to pick up the leavings of socially
negligent governments? “Both are correct,”
says Bush sagely. Dove-Meyer Robinson,

'|. probably Auckland's last admired mayor,
"had a single secretary; by Bush’s count,

John Banks has a personal staff of seven
{only five, retorts Bankss office). “And
some councils have gone over the top with
five or six sister citles,” says Bush.

| BUSINESS GOES FOR the bioated theory,
i Roundiable’s Roger Kerr says spending
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pmblemb ]’_l.d\ e little to deo wﬂ:h the gover
ment shucking:-its responsibilities oo
councils- and everything to do with: the

coaneils themselves. T.ocal gr:vemment._--
clabos to be the victim of new laws.and.
argues that it has to look after L\ft‘I‘VLhmg :

from lquor licensing to brothels,

It is hard to pin down the local {_.U;,l[l(ll

“But ratepayers know what they dom’t Like:

paying for whatever mess their pnhhndns :

have got themselves into.
Aucklcmdq situation

straightforward,
Decades of nLglLL:t are catching- up

with ‘the city. Roads -are so Lhuked that

is messy_

but :

" Kave-to pay. th t‘i‘ansporr Tate Peoplp ]u‘;t'
Dut‘ﬂde the circle don’t paj.” The Golsons’:

| ARC rates havegone from $84.to $275, -
The ratepayers are rostless. Colson w ent

to 8 meeting.in. (erwa

port from peop]c fsuch as’ Ron. Bennett.

“This is my gripe,” says: Bennett. “I paid-
them 861 last year, This year they want /|
5194. But haven't gone inf a bus for 30.

‘I Gwen Bull: Had .
" been there,” he says “they dhavc lmc.hed
-h(..l” .:_ .

. A protest pen tion is gettmg a lot of sup—

niay not be rioting in the streets,
it $ays Drury, “You'd be talking up to
UD UO_t} ppop}e not pavmﬂ Are thev going

Oi (.{Jurbb‘, 1t is entirely reaqonable for

"peuple to ask whother they should be
‘paying for roads, trains, buses and ameni-
“ties they may not use, or use very much.
- Thinry:

“We don’t consider we should be
paymg for what's going wrong in Auck-

+Jand,” Neither should Christchurch ar
* Inveroargill.” Graham Benmett in Takapuna
|: savs his land value is around $600,000 and
* his meighbour, whose land ig worth over

$1n1, will pay oven more in rates and both
of them will pay peanuls. (‘OIl'lpﬁlPd with

“We have too many suclal engmeers |n Iur.al government more than central government by a
long chalk. They take the view:that if you live in a:wealthy area, you can.afford it. But some are
literally being raled frnm lhelr properlles 7= JOHN HARRISON, NAPIER CITY COUNCILLOF{

g‘ldloc:k looms

The ARC could hardly have hand]e-d
its predicament worse, B packed dreastic
action into a single year. it was forced to
break cover with its rates- demands and
send them sepavately. It spread the burden
in a way that was widely seen as unfuir
Prime Minister Helen Clark has accused
the ARC of shifling the load away from
business onio low- and middle-income
homeowners, atesult of its rating system.

The universal complaint [rom. ratepay-
ers outside Auckdand is that they are con-
Fronted with big rises for services they do
not belisve they will receive. Thoy objec
to what they see as injustice and all of ARC
chair Gwen Bull’s protests have failed to
change Lhal perception.

“We were presented with a fait accom-
pi.” complains Vic Colson of the Kumen
and District Ratepayers Association. “The
18

v \ears )3 dont go into Auddand 1 used to
~ work there - whal do 1 want to go there
, for? We had trains here 30 vears ago. Then
¢ they cut them out. They're not putting

buses where people need them. They're
not doing the job right.”

IN ORTTWA, ATJCKLANLY'S prenier retire-

- ment comouanily, local ratepayers’ leader

John Drury clabins ARC infransigence to be

i 80 aggravating that his grouy is holding the

people back.

“They won't budge,” he says of the ARC,

“I’s worrying. People are calling lor civil
disobedience. We've said no. We're Taw-
abiding citizens, not deviants, But unless
the ARC wakes up and does something
drastic: there will be civil disobedience.”

Wikl thers be blood on the ground?

Not exoctly, says Drury. Many locals
are paying in 10 iostabnents, by cheque.

Mol

tyu)on Craig Heatley's flash house down
the road at the beach. “Yel we all get the
same servico. Large families 1se £ar more
facilities than a widow in the family home,

. 1's a wealth tax,” he says again.

SO THE REAL ARGUMENT is over the way
we are tated rather than how much we
have to pay.

This argrment is as viralent south of the

! Bombay Hills,

Muany cowncils bave tried to even out

i the load on ratepayers by introducing

uniform charges ~ o single sum. paid by
gvary property. The upiform chorge's
essential problem is that poorer propertiss
pay proportionately more; so it is not sur-
prising hat businesspeople and wealthier
landowners such as farmers are anxdious to

lever it up to the maximum allowable.
In Napier, businessman and the city
LISTENER AUGUST 23 2003



} [alnson 5 great mnoydnu,

| “Tt f~-5 me off to' the max;’ h@ &.dys ‘lt'__" .
is tota]ly auiless, We have’ too many social: |-
engineers in local government. more than |-

central government hy a long chalk. They
take the view that Il you live iy a wealthy
ares,; you can afford it, Bul some are liter-
wlly heing rated from their propertics.”

* Doug Black worries that he may be one
of them. He and his partner Bernice Kerr
bought their house in Westshore when it
was a hackwater. Now it is expensive in a
eity whose property boom has ranked with
Nelson’s. “If rates go up any more, we may
have to sell up,” says Black glumly,

The complaint echoes in Gore, where
sl ratepayers  objected 1o paying
tllmugh the nase, as they saw i, [or their
swimming pool and library. Down thers,
the council admits its rates simply have

not been high enough to cope. “The coun-

cil put in place mapnificent facilities,”
savs its chief executive Steve Parry. “Soms
wanild say it overspent rather than under
rated, Debt rose tenfold over 10 vears
aod al the same time rates rose less lhdJ]
inflation did.”

Now ratepayers lace a 9.8 percenl ise,
and the council has imposed a relafively
low uniform charge.

In this part of Southland, propertes
range from expensive, such as rich dairy
farms, to small town sections worth §100.
S50 country people allege thal they are
paving far tao much. “Were happy to pay
a fair share,”
Capland, “but a blowoul is unacceplable,”

savs their spokesperson Mazk

Se in the lur south they begin to sound -

remarkably like the far north and peopie
such as lakapuna’s Bennett.
AUGUST 23 2003 LISTENER

-.tdITIlf_;I' Dodd&.; F\!ervom, whu 11&3

shivild: -pay.”

. ‘Buit that is a pr:ull tax.

“What's “wrong  with - that?” Dodd‘;
retorts. “Tt's unpopular because people
who should be paying are getting a fiee
vide. Bul with this left-wing govern-
ment wo've gol now iU's 1ol golng to go
anywhere,”

Although Dodds’s view is not unusual
~ | heard comments implying a poll tux
all over the country - it is unlikely to go
anywhere with a nght wing government,

- either.

A poll tax is regressive. Tt is levied
equally on everyone, bul hits the poor far
harder than the wealthy. Tt was popular in
the 19th century, butl largely discredited
untit Margaret Thalcher, as British Prine
Miinister and champion of Victorian values

amd remedies, revived 3t in 1980, thus- .

ensuring her deniise as PM later that year.

Although the argument among ratepay- -

ers is over the way they should be rated,
the debale within councils is abowt wha is
responsible for their rising costs,

They acouse central government of
muscling into their act, an’ argument

championed at the recent local govern- |
ment conference in Quecnstown by the -
Clutha District Council. “It's a creeping .

rot,” says its chief executive Ciaran Keogh.
“We've become super-regulated.”.

New . gtandards - imposed. by everydne i
from the Fire Service to the Ministey of -
Health are costing, savs Keogh. In Clinton, |
where the owner of a properly valued at |
" 511,000 all up pays $1145 in rates, com- -
plyving with the minisiry’s new drinking ¢

MbS

vute i

- stlt with : ‘the
“The ‘new - Local -Government Act was

But the e vl" requjrt.ments to- con-
people- itk councils ‘mast.

deseribed by Local Government Minister

Chris Carter as essentially the voice of

the people, allowing individuals and the
comrmunity to-have their say.

The question (hat many councils are
asking s, does lhe commurity wanl fis
say? “We need it like o drowning man
necds an anchory” says Keogh, whose

© mayor, Juno Hayes, and the district couneil
i are now busy rallving the south against the

Act. They estimate that iis requirements
will plump rates by two percent.

When half of the public won’t vole in
local body elections and no one hons wp
for apnoal plan meetings, Keogh wonders

SSTHAR MILEYPMCTYYEH ZM
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ove; logfam on A

- wherwill ever go along 10 thé novernuient’s
-new compulsory long-term counm] Com- - ¢
‘mbnity plan meetings, No one would go . ;

to an annual blan tngetinig in, say, Owaka,
he notes. Talk about chlorinating their
ater supply and upping their rates by
$50(} though, “and it would be standing

rogm only and. they'd all be holding pick.
ihandles and flaming torches”, :
For the tatepaying public is always
. more.interested in- lhp detai 1har1 the |
broad sweep. -+

. Delegates to.

the lor,al bodles confereuc e

5, in Queetmiown early. this momh were-._.
_I;_gwen wine openers by’ thp Qupenstawn_'_

Lakes District Council.
“When they flew oul, most delegates

j found “their wine openers confiscated
by airport security. The airport is'owned
- District -

by the. Quesnstown Lakes

':Cou_nm]
‘Who paid for these peo ple to go to New

'Zealaudq premier towst resort for their
conference? Who paid for th waste d wine

| openers? - -

Guess.

Mblo

Y could el Aud.ttur~Gm1eral as
240 people did last year ‘Despite a lot of

‘generalities from- the “Aunditor-General’s
-office, the.results are J_rnpewepuble to the
- riaked eye.

The Aud_ltoﬁbpneial has declamd ARG

'iatepayers to beon dieir owri.

“The Ombudsman is little help. They
will investigate some matters, but, says the

1 Oh’lbudsman s office, “whether the dollars

and cents are reasonable is the council’s
decision”.

- The Minister of Logal Government
“assessing” a complaint, presumably
Trury's, about” ARC rafes, but Carter will

181 you that his office has taken serious
- action only once in 23 vears, when it

appointed a conmissioner to mn Rodney
disirict.

‘Grahariy Beonett from Takapuna is
trying 1o take the ARC to the Disputes
Trihunal over his rates increase.

The issue will be re-opened by Act MP
Rodney Hide's bill sesking to cap rates
rises.

In the meantims, the best shot you're
going to get is throwing oul your local
councillors at the next election,

Benneti has high hopes of a decent
turnout for 2 change. “When they get a big
syuawk, they run down there in droves,”
he says of his fellow, usually lethargic,
ratepayers. But histary is against him. At
local-body election time niost voters sleep

right through. E
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Should we be able to

BY BRUCE ANSLEY

ow o you rate your local
ecouncil over your council’s
rates? Compare Rodney with
Gore, the Auckland Regional
Couneil with Enviranment Canterbury?
Whe are the big spenders? The misers?
Britain and Australia both have their
local government league tables. Rate-
payers in this country have no means
of comparison. But Locat Government
Minister Chiis Carter is interested in
giving them a way of telling the good
from the bad.
in Britain, ratepayers can look up the
lgague table and discovet, for gxample,
that Wandsworth bn London is an excel

lent council, but Coventry is bad. In fact, |

when the first assessments were pub-
lished tast year they showed councils to

ke unexpectedly popular with the public.

The loague table Is also an incentive
for councils: toprating councils get
maore fraedom from governnient contral,
but poor perfarimers come under close
government serutiny.

The tables have been controversial,
st the British Govermment Is extending
and retining them.

Carter, though, ls more interested in
the Australisns,

New South Wales publishes a
similar league table, comparing councils
according to key performance indica-
tors. Botany Bay ratepayers can check
the tables to see how much they'e
paying in rates compared with ratepay-
ers in Woollahra. They can see how the
number of staff their counch employs

NAP
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i try was a survey of caunciis’ perform-
: ance hy Consumer magazine In 1999.

matches up, how gooil their Hbraries
are, whether they are paying as much as
thelr neighbors across the city to have
their rubbish coliected and how efficient
the garbies are, whether they are getting |
value for the money they pay for water |
supply and sewage disposal.

Carter will meet Tony Helly, the NSW
Local Bovemment Minister, riext month
{0 discuss the scheme. :

“I'm very interested,” says Carter, |
“'d be prepared to consider it, but &
would have to be very carefully taid out
80 witre comparing apples with apples.”
The only recemt compavison in this toun-

Its readers thought councils in the wider

e

' Auckland area were doing a terrible job.
© At the other end of the scate, the hest-

performing councits were Christchurch,
MNapier, Taupo and Timar.
The Last four all posted comparatively

: modest rates rises this year

in Christchurch — so finely funed that
the council decided its staff should get
cheap possum soeks to help save power

. during this last crisis but at ne cost to

the ratepayers - a home with a capital
value of $200,000 will pay $1140 to the
city council. An average home in Napier

- will pay $1285, one on the swisher hill
© area with a capital value of $240,000,

will pay $1682. The average Timaru prop-
erty owner wifl pay $3.008 in city rates
and Taupo averages $1300.
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