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A young-person's view on why young-people don’t vote and how we can change this.

On September 23rd our unassuming school and community halls turn into raging political
battlegrounds. This election may challenge how we vote as a nation. Divisive politics has become
the norm with right-wing populism seemingly taking over the world (at least if you watch the news)
and the internet has become the catalyst for change, both good and bad.

However, young New Zealanders are likely to be under-represented as historical data shows. Only
64 percent of under-35s voted in 2014, compared to 81 percent for the rest of the population. This
problem isn’t exclusive to New Zealand. Election results in the US and the UK saw similarly poor
turnout from young voters. This begs the question, why is voter turnout particularly low amongst
youth?

Firstly, | disagree with the notion that young people do not understand the political process. Adaire
Hannah, a long-standing teacher at Wellington High School, is a strong advocate for lowering the
voting age to 16 because of her experiences with young people. Hannah said she was convinced
when an MP, who visited for a casual Q&A session and some free PR, was dismantled by students
and left in shame. Furthermore, access to online information is easier than ever through websites
like the NZ Government's and political party websites.

Not all young people are afforded the same opportunities to engage with politics. Youth Parliament
and Model UN are two avenues provided for politically-minded teenagers, although they are limited
in scope. Youth Parliament is exclusive to 138 of New Zealand's brightest young prospects and my
friend who attended a Model UN convention described the process as “elitist”. Lower-
socioeconomic households are simply not able to cough-up the $260 fee for such conventions which
creates another disparity between the wealthy and poor in Aotearoa. They deserve representation
in Parliament, yet a 2014 report by Statistics NZ concluded that, “People with inadequate income are
less likely to vote” (Statistics NZ, 2014). It’s a problem compounded by the lack of opportunities for
them to engage with politics from a young age. Changing this requires targeted effort at low-
socioeconomic communities, engaging them on the the pressing issues that matter in the
community. Politics has become the “playground of the rich” to some, while the poor are often left
without engagement and voice.

Secondly, it’s strong to accuse young people of ill-understanding politics when you consider that
voters around the world are equally uninformed. In the 1950s, 40 percent of American voters failed
to name the vice-president when prompted (Hochschild, 2010) and in 2013, 66 percent of Americans
could not name the three branches of the federal government (Somin, 2016). Uninformed voters
have existed throughout time and that is unlikely to change, barring major change in our social and
political landscape. However, being uninformed isn’t considered a barrier to voting by most people,
and to attribute this to the low turnout from young people is an incorrect assumption.

It’s also well known that young people are idealistic and tend to vote liberal. For example, in an
informal 2017 election survey conducted at my school, the Green Party broke 50 percent and Labour
poll at over 30 percent (from 174 responses). Nationwide, an NZ Herald chart shows a positive
correlation between voting for the Green Party and age all the way until the 35-39 age bracket. It's



clear that the youth vote will hugely benefit the left-wing parties, and in order to attract these young
voters the Green Party have provided millennial candidates such as Chlée Swarbrick. Don’t get me
wrong, Swarbrick is a more than capable candidate. However, it’s overly simplistic to think that, by
merely providing a candidate of a similar age, they will resonate better with young voters than a
veteran politician.

Take Bernie Sanders for example. He was a nobody for decades who ascended into global attention
during the run-up to the 2016 US Presidential Election. According to a Washington Post article, in
the 2016 primaries, Sanders won about 29 percent more votes from under-30s than Clinton and
Trump combined. It was his integrity that won young voters over. Video footage exists of Sanders
delivering an address where he opposed the Gulf War to a practically empty Congress in 1991. But
for the one person in the room, he delivered it with the same intensity and passion that won over
voters decades later. Photographs also circulated of Sanders being arrested at Civil Rights protests in
Chicago, further showing his commitment to his cause built on well earned credibility. This long-
term track record of genuine passion and concern was key to his success, enough for young voters to
overlook his age (assuming that was even a factor in the first place). The impression | got from
talking to people is that genuine care for youth lacks in New Zealand politics.

For many young voters, picking a party is like conducting a job interview. We’re not necessarily
looking for who is the most over-qualified, but rather looking for ways to eliminate candidates who
aren’t a good fit for ourselves. Right now, young voters are treated as easy election fodder and
electioneering happens from both sides during election season.

For instance, during every election you hear talk from Labour about cutting tertiary fees, one of their
major policy directed towards young people. However, some students don’t see tertiary fees as the
major barrier to university, but rather living costs. When Andrew Little was approached about this
on Reddit (in a verified ask me anything session) by a student struggling with rent, he assertively
responded that, “the biggest cost is fees and we know that is a barrier to many students and that's
what we intend dealing with first.” The response towards this answer was less than positive, with
one user responding, “As someone who has previously voted Labour, your lack of understanding on
this subject (one that is incredibly important to me) has me questioning my loyalties”.

This sums up the problem in a nutshell. It’s all well and good to speak of the importance of youth
and engineer policies to win their vote. It's another thing to be directly confronted by them with
real-world problems, providing an answer perceived as lacking in empathy. Even prominent Kiwis are
becoming disillusioned with the “all-talk, no-action” nature of NZ politics. For example, earlier this
week mental health and youth activist Mike King resigned from his position on the Suicide
Prevention Advisory Panel. This was in response to the draft suicide prevention plan which King
described as “window dressing”, adding that, “I believe this whole process is deeply flawed, and
being conducted in bad faith”.

These are the issues that young people care about. So when the government asks, “Why do young
people not engage in politics?” maybe they should reconsider some of their own decision-making in
a nation with the highest teen suicide rate in the developed world.

It’s fair to accept that we are not the only country with a youth turnout problem. But we must also
accept that more can be done to minimise this. Online voting is a solution that will surely see youth
turnout increase. But current consumer PCs and internet connections are simply not secure enough
to guarantee a fair voting system without outside interference.



Engaging the diverse communities and groups in Aotearoa would be a better solution. Building
bonds between MPs and community groups is the first step of this. Our school hosted an MP who
was open to questioning and this encouraged students to challenge the MP’s views. It meant that
the MP was exposed to the issues facing youth today and it meant that students were given the
opportunity to engage with a politician, hopefully sparking a long-term interest in politics. But this
approach requires students to have some pre-existing knowledge about political issues. Not all
students are given ample opportunity to obtain this.

The solution doesn’t even need to be as extensive as that. A Huffington Post article reported that,
“Evidence from national surveys shows that young people are more likely to vote if they have
discussed current events in school, at home or with peers”. Promoting discussion in the classroom
is something that every school can achieve. Small things like holding a faux-election, watching
political satire clips, having a class debate or even just discussing the news of the day are stimulating
activities which may then encourage conversation in the home. Fostering interest in politics from a
young age is integral to a well-functioning democracy and it doesn’t have to be difficult.

New Zealand politicians can’t rest on their laurels either. They need to make a sustained effort to
genuinely engage with young people. After all, it was Bernie Sanders long-track record of integrity
that helped him win over young voters in 2016. We're quick to make judgements and better at
sensing insincerity than they may perceive. If they want our votes, they’ll need to earn it.
Otherwise, we'll be sitting at home, thinking about what could’ve been for yet another election.
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