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Mihi …

I was delighted to be invited to address you tonight on the theme of the Hikoi of Hope. Whilst I know a leader of one political party has chosen not to speak on political issues within the Cathedral I believe that this venue is an ideal place for us to join together, share views and perspectives and come to a greater understanding of who we are as a nation and how each sector of society contributes to that sense of nationhood. It is a safe environment in which to talk and from which to lead discussion. In today’s modern world the churches cannot afford to bury their heads in the sand and refuse to become involved in issues of national importance – it is through fear of involvement that we have the development of policy and discussion that is not healthy for a nation. So, I commend the Cathedral on their stand. It is also natural that we meet here to bring this issue full circle. 

It is five years since we as a country came together to deliver a number of concerns that impacted on our ability to live out the ‘egalitarian dream’. The Hikoi of Hope was organised by the Anglican Church in response to the stories of poverty that were evident throughout the country. The Church saw the problems facing the poor as stemming from a series of economic reforms that first began in 1984 under a Labour led government and continued throughout the following fifteen years. Just as in today’s environment, Government policy was being driven by slogans and mistruths. Members of our community were calling for cuts to benefits and there was the underlying suggestion that many in the community were abusing the welfare system when in fact they were really only subsisting under the system. 

There was a sinister undercurrent of fear, anger and frustration and as a nation this sentiment threatened to boil over in a manner that none of us would have been proud of.

The 1998 Hikoi called for change in Government policy that would result in the creation, not the disestablishment of jobs, an increase in income levels to lift people out of the poverty trap, affordable housing, accessible education and a health system that was affordable and accessible to all. To me these seem like very sensible and achievable goals that every nation should strive to offer its people. These were objectives and goals of which we can all be proud. What we can never be proud off is the sentiment that existed at that time that had driven the Government policy for change. A sentiment that stirred up division and anger within our society.

Today, sadly we face exactly the same environment. We face one sector of the population – many with very little knowledge or understanding – accusing another sector of our population of bludging, having too much, being undeserving and being demanding. The reality is far from this.

I note that in this current climate it is once again the Churches who are calling for some degree of reason on yet another significant social concern.  

It is however disappointing that this call from the Churches, is undercut through an age old appeal to a separation between church and state. We have been told that the Anglican Church is not and should not have a political voice. This of course is not a new argument.

But how can they not be involved. If we take a more open approach toward understanding political responsibility, and acknowledge that thinking about or speaking out about issues that affect the lives of citizens is a political act. It is clear that to be apolitical is to simply not exist. 

Nevertheless it seems that the Church’s stance is deemed to be similar to that of Mäori. 

Like the Church our views are somehow ‘self-interested’ and not included in the legitimate category of ‘ordinary’ New Zealanders’ concerns. We can see that the call for ‘freedom of speech’ and ‘equality for all’ is not to be extended to everyone and specifically not to be extended to Mäori.

So as a group of New Zealanders how do we begin to speak in an environment that has already indicated its hostility towards us? I leave that question with you to ponder.

The concerns that marked the Hikoi in 1998 were framed at the onset in both a positive and inclusive way. The focus on hope for me can be seen as a deliberate attempt to highlight an urgent issue without recasting specific groups as deficient.  The issue at that time was concerned with an acceptable standard of living for all New Zealanders. Five years on, the call remains the same, what we must now grapple with however, is the way in which this call is being re-framed. 

It seems that the rights of British subjects conferred in Article III of the Treaty of Waitangi are easily translated into a benevolent and patronising form of acknowledgement whereby a Pakeha majority can legitimately debate the level and extent of their ‘goodwill’ towards another group of New Zealanders. 

We have heard from the Prime Minister of the many positive gains made over the past five years in relation to the issues highlighted during the Hikoi. And I would like to acknowledge the government’s work in these areas. What does disconcert me however is that despite these positive outcomes, Mäori are still over-represented throughout negative statistics. In this sense I am deeply disturbed that so much progress is being promoted when one sector of our society is in such an appalling state and that state is to a large extent being ignored.

We have all read the statistics that have appeared in the media seemingly endlessly over the past two months. There is absolutely no doubt that Maori are disadvantaged in our community and that as a people they do face greater challenges to receive equality in terms of social benefits with other New Zealanders.

For example in 2001 39% of Maori families lived in low income households compared with 22.6 % of the general population, in 2000 7 % of Maori had very restricted living standards compared with 4 % of the general population, Maori comprise 15 % of the population but make up 33 % of unemployment beneficiaries, 40 % of domestic purposes beneficiaries  and 19 % of invalid beneficiaries. Rates of smoking among Maori have remained static whilst rates among the rest of the population have dropped. Gains in life expectancy by non Maori have outstripped Maori and in 1999 the gap had widened to 9.9 years. The statistics go on and on.

I am not here to complain or to demand more to fix these statistics I am just telling it like it is. When as a nation you face statistics like this you have to ask yourself why? Why do Maori seem to fall into the statistical bands that none of us really want to be in? Why does this pattern continue? And then if you have a soul or a sense of nationhood you would naturally get to the point where you would say, “We must fix this inequality and how can we fix it?” And not just fix it for Maori but fix it for all those fellow New Zealanders, people who live side by side with us in this nation who may fall into these seemingly negative statistical boxes.

And it is this fixing that has taken place over the past few years. Policy is based on need. But sadly Maori do make up the greater proportion of race in those statistical bands so naturally they are going to receive this type of needs based assistance to a greater extent than others. This is not something that I am proud of or happy about. None of us are but it is a reality. We live in a democracy, we live in a nation that supports welfare and that does not let others fall by the wayside and if we truly wish to continue to live in a nation that holds these things dear then we must all continue to support these policies. 

I’m not suggesting that we don’t question them. We must always continue to question and to ensure justification for expenditure. By all means ask the government to fully outline its policy and describe expenditure and delivery of social programmes but equally we must listen to the answers.

At the present time those answers have been that funding is needs based not race based – the government is saying it, Maori are saying it, the agencies are saying it  - how many more ways can it be said and how can we make people listen. The reality is that those who most need help are the least likely to go looking for it and the hardest to target.

Perhaps it is this difficulty in targeting people and the specific methodologies employed to ensure success that have influenced those who have joined their voice to the public outcry against what they have termed race based funding. When I am being my most gracious I like to think it is because this group do not understand the communications aspects of targeting different groups. We all use different methodologies, language and mediums. The Superannuation taskforce wouldn’t send the same brochure to those in their fifties as those in their teens, a soft drink or mobile phone company wouldn’t target consumers at high school in the same way they target business people and the same goes for social funding programmes. We tailor the message and the medium to target an audience.

I believe that it is this tailoring or targeting to ensure efficiency that has been mistaken or perhaps deliberately targeted as being some sort of additional funding “race” based funding. 

Today, the continuing poverty of large sectors of our society that demands a collective commitment to social and economic change has been diverted to an argument over the purported ‘privilege’ of Mäori. We are asked to believe that Mäori have been getting a larger slice of the economic pie and as a result of this, New Zealand as a nation has suffered.  It seems to me that the language of liberty or freedom of expression has been appropriated by particular interest groups who have been able to turn the major tenets of democracy in order to further their own interests. Of more concern however has been a failure of the left to adequately respond to the vociferous criticism from the ‘new middle right’. 

We can no longer as some suggest, construct a vision of political community that is premised on ever member having the same experience – socially blind to the way that differences such as those coded by race, gender, ethnicity, class status and age impact on the rights to full participation and citizenship. More precisely, people can still seek out a future based on sameness, but those who do so have to resort to the dishonesty of offering Mäori a citizenship and then saying we can only enjoy it when we become like somebody else.

This desire for sameness slides too easily over the absolute need for people to engage with the differences in all of us. The effect from not recognising difference would be that generalisations and stereotypes become entrenched rather than challenged and we lose the potential to identify the value that differences can bring. Instead, under the present terms in which ‘equality’ is promoted, difference is to be denied as a barrier to ‘equality’ and specific methods to improve on existing inequity is phrased in the language of privilege.

Supporting this appeal for a greater emphasis on equality is the voice of the ‘common man’ or in our particular context, the voice of ‘Middle NZ’. This is a group who would speak on behalf of all those others who feel keenly their ‘second-class citizenship’ status and who also bemoan the fact that we as a country have gone too far. Unlike similar positions of representation, it is clear that ‘Middle NZ’ is not tied to any constitutional accountability but one whose legitimacy is measured numerically through a system of polls designed to only to tell us how people might feel about an issue at a particular moment in time.

The terminology used in referring to ‘middle nz’ is also couched in relation to the ‘ordinariness’ of this group as opposed to Mäori who are often referred to in relation to our ethnicity, a contradictory title given the appeal to ‘race-blindness’.

As a society and a nation we must accept that there were genuine grievances in our history and breaches of the founding document of this nation. As a society it would make good sense to ensure that we do not become complicit in future breaches of the Treaty. Now in order to ensure this, as New Zealanders, as beneficiaries of our collective past on which the wealth of this nation exists, how can we not, not, seek to continue to build our nation on the terms of that first engagement? And if we did seek to change this, wouldn’t it also be good practice to discuss this with Mäori?

Unfortunately those who would extend to us the hand of ‘goodwill’ are in a privileged position where they can withdraw this ‘goodwill’ whenever they decide of themselves, that perhaps they have gone too far. That we are now in a position where the Treaty and the unique position that it gives Mäori over and above a second-class status as a minority group, is to be debated in terms of its relevance to us as a nation, is an indication of our inability to act in any way in the spirit of good faith.

The continued failure of government to acknowledge and ensure that we as a country are informed of the constitutional basis of the Treaty has resulted in an intellectually bereft constituency that is swayed by the political self-interest of a few who can manipulate the fears of the majority to meet their own agenda. And this can only occur through a deliberate strategy of misinformation and diversion. A diversion that means that we are not asking the really tough questions that should concern us as a nation. 

It does not seem that we are actually addressing those structures that continue to produce deprivation and social dislocation for many sectors in society and while mud continues to be hurled from both sides of this particular argument we fail to respond to policy changes that will have a huge impact on our ability to truly rid ourselves of the inequality that exists. 

I welcome debate and I welcome informed discussion on this issue. I don’t welcome ill informed rhetoric that is designed to inspire hatred and resentment. At the moment I feel a sense of fear for this country. I do not want my children or my grandchildren or anyone else’s children or grandchildren to grow up in a nation split by racial delineation. This to me is the far greater thing to fear than targeted and specific needs based social funding.
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