MMP AND PUBLIC POLICY

Before the first MMP general election in 1996, there was almost no discussion on the impact of the voting system –– then the simple and workable first past the post –– on public policy. The two were virtually mutually exclusive.

Since 1996, however, assessing the public-policy consequences of MMP has become a well-funded cottage industry, notably through Victoria University where a number of MMP promoters have received dollops of taxpayers’ money to research and report on the obvious, namely that the mixed-member proportional voting system does influence public policy.

The debate is a little like that of left-wingers in New Zealand in the 1920s prattling on about the benefits ‘scientific socialism’ in the Soviet Union. They looked at the theory of communism but ignored the purges, privations, executions and deportations, not to mention the dislocations to the Russian economy.

My point is that we don’t need publicly funded research to tell us MMP produces unusual and unpredictable bedmates and unusual and unpredictable policies. 

The most awkward relationship in MMP’s inglorious ten-and-a-half years was that between Winston Peters’ New Zealand First party and the highest-polling party in 1996, National.

My old newspaper, the National Business Review, described Peters in the run-up to the first MMP election that year as the ‘MMP kingmaker’ and so he proved to be as he played National and Labour off against each other in the eight-and-a-half weeks following the poll. He eventually settled with National but at a price –– he would be treasurer, ahead of National’s Bill Birch. Another New Zealand First MP –– political virgin John Delamere –– would be appointed to the cabinet and four others from Peters’ party would become ministers outside the cabinet.

Worse still, from a public-policy perspective, New Zealand First, which gained only 13.3% of the vote, was able undo National’s health reforms and commit the incoming government to a $5 billion public-spending hike.

As we all know, the National–New Zealand First coalition ended in tears and from 1999 Labour under Helen Clark, once a trenchant critic of MMP I might add, showed that MMP, if managed skilfully, could become the semi-permanent domain of the left.

The anti-smacking law, so well canvassed that it hardly needs to be mentioned here, is the ultimate example of MMP influencing public policy. Before the Bradford bill appeared, there was no public policy on smacking and the PM was on record as saying she opposed criminalising parents who resorted to the occasional smack of a wayward child. But with the problems surrounding her Mangere MP, Phillip Field, she had no choice but to reach an accommodation with the Greens over a bill that was neither loved nor wanted.

It was MMP at its most ugly.

Unfortunately, thanks to the National Party’s lack of fortitude when it introduced MMP, there is no way to remove MMP short of a binding referendum empowering a government to reform or abolish it. National under Don Brash was committed, in theory at least, to holding such a referendum if National won the Treasury benches. Under John Key, thanks to dubious advice from Bill English, National has let the referendum issue slip for fear of upsetting prospective coalition partners in the run-up to the next election.

National is most concerned about upsetting the Maori Party which, when you look at the closeness of the party vote between the two main parties, will probably be the kingmaker after the next election. It’s no secret that the Maori Party has not been held to account for some ridiculous comments of some of its members following the most recent cases of child abuse. Labour, no fan of the Maori Party, is also walking on eggshells when it comes to holding the Maori Party to account. 

Don’t expect a John Howard-type intervention here.

Those defenders of MMP speak regularly about the diversity the voting system has brought to New Zealand politics but they no longer talk about collegiality or participation. Indeed, for three of the past four MMP elections, the turnout has been low in New Zealand terms –– the lowest in the election before last since 1893. Even in the last election, the turnout was a mere 80.9 per cent, on par with the unhappy 1978 election that Muldoon narrowly won. 

If MMP is so inclusive, why does one in five registered electors avoid it? Turnout for first past the post was regularly in the late 80s or 90s and that was without an Electoral Commission spending millions of dollars of public money to promote it.

Turnout is one thing, of course; legislative and executive ‘quality’ quite another and that’s what we’re talking about here.

MMP is responsible, among other things, for the two most self-serving bills in history to enter the house –– one to validate the government’s deliberate overspending at the last election and the other to give it an unfair spending advantage in future polls. 

And then, courtesy of MMP, we have the foreign minister in a cabinet of one –– arguably the most important minister after the the PM but not a member of the ‘real’ cabinet. 

Bizarre but true tales from the incredible world of MMP. This is really Ripley’s Believe it or Not territory.

But seriously, without the public having a say on MMP’s future, New Zealand public policy will always exist at the whim of the legislative branch. We have seen that with the shocking interference by David Benson-Pope in the appointment process for the Ministry for the Environment.

Benson-Pope lost his job because he misled the Prime Minister and Parliament but he should have lost it for interfering in the independence of the public service.

In the age we live in we don’t judge people on their gender, ethnicity, religious beliefs or culture. Should we judge them on who they sleep with? It was not only insulting for Benson-Pope to interfere in the selection process but it was also an attack on the integrity of the public service which, since 1912, has been legislatively obliged to appoint people on merit. I know of lawyers from opposing law firms who can be trusted not to engage in pillow-talk. There are SIS officers married to schoolteachers who don’t blab about their work. We have the chief justice married to a former industrialist –– no suggestion of anything untoward there.

I think we can trust the prospective head of the Ministry for the Environment’s communications unit to act responsibly. Clearly the ministry’s chief executive, Hugh Logan, thought so because he appointed her. It was only when Benson-Pope intervened that the woman got her marching orders.

Would this have happened under first past the post? I don’t think so. So many posts in the public service are seen as ‘political’ these days because of the example set by Parliamentary Services under MMP where virtually all posts are political. The growth in this sector under MMP –– parliamentary secretaries, spin-doctors, researchers etc –– has been huge.

The other public-policy failing of MMP is that it promotes undue caution. I have led a campaign, successfully I hope, to stop the government closing access to our births, deaths and marriage records on the flimsiest of reasons. The Births, Deaths, Marriages and Relationships Registration Amendment Bill (the name says it all) is a shocking attack on freedom of expression by closing registers that have been transparent and public since civil registration began in 1848.

If the law goes ahead –– and I don’t think it will –– then I would not be able to write New Zealand history with any authority. Books like my biography on Fintan Patrick Walsh or, as Catherine mentioned, Spies and Revolutionaries, would not have seen the light of day. The irony in this case is that the Greens and United Future –– parties that have a strong civil libertarian side –– will I think join National to kill the bill.

But what about Labour MP Steve Chadwick’s Infant Feeding Bill that seeks to make breastfeedng a public duty? Is this for real? Will we have legislation that makes it a criminal offence not to wipe one’s bottom or to have the TV on after 10.30 on week nights? If people want to breastfeed, good luck to them but it is positively Hitlerian to legislate for it just as it is to assume that any woman admitted to a public hospital is a victim of domestic violence.

MMP has turned political correctness into a public-policy artform.

So what of the future of MMP? It might be in a referendum that the public would vote to retain MMP but I doubt it. Probably a plebiscite would provide the opportunity for a return to a majoritarian system (perhaps preferential voting) or one where the proportionality is kept in check (supplementary member). Those supporters of first past the post –– and I am one of them –– could live with either.
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