What are the important elements of a successful democracy in New Zealand? Why are
they important, does New Zealand currently meet them, and can they be improved?
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We live in a democracy. Known literally as ‘the rule of the people’, democracy is described as
‘the most successful political idea of the 20th century’ and ‘a force not to be reckoned with’.
However, although the idea may seem recent, democracy is not a new prospect at all—in
fact, its origins trace back to 5th Century Athens in Greece, where 500 citizens (that were all
male) were required to serve in the government for a duration of one year. We have come a
long way since then.

By the Human Freedom Index, New Zealand is the second most ‘free’ in the world. This is no
easy feat; it is the culmination of past efforts from our ancestors and has taken us centuries.
New Zealand has managed to stay on top despite the setbacks and challenges it has faced—
COVID-19, 2019 Christchurch Mosque attacks and rising crime rates to name a few.

So what are the important elements of a successful democracy, and what do we owe them
for its success?

One must know that it all lies within the foundations. New Zealand has a representative
democracy based on the British Westminster system, based on three branches: the
legislative branch, the executive branch and the judicial branch. Each as important as the
other, they rely upon each other in order for a successful constitutional system. The rule of
three applies here—balance is required to make sure no part of government has too much
power.

The legislative branch takes place in the parliament, consisting of the Governor-General and
the House of Representatives, with a total of 120 Members of Parliament (MPs) in its
democratic body. These members of parliament are elected every three years through the
Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) electoral system through the votes of the public, our
voices. This is where laws are amended and passed. These laws directly affect our lives in
every way. Under the age of 18 and try to buy alcohol? Sorry, you’ll be stopped by the Sale
and Supply of Alcohol Act 2012. Try to drive your mates on your restricted license and get
caught? That’ll be 35 demerit points and $100 for noncompliance with the Land Transport
Act 1998. In a nutshell, these laws decide what is legal and what isn’t. What you can and
can’t do. The main purpose of these laws is to ensure a safe and free nation for all of us.
Imagine what life in New Zealand would be like if you could do everything you wanted.
Although it sounds nice in theory, that simply wouldn’t work.



The laws and policies we see today are born in the executive. The role of the executive
branch is to decide policy, propose and administer laws that are approved by the legislative
branch. This is especially important as laws become outdated, or new problems have simply
emerged and are in need of regulation. The executive branch is critical for the economic
management and development of the country as decisions on policies and legislative laws
have a direct impact on our economy.

Since the adoption of the MMP electoral system in 1996, it has allowed for a more inclusive
and representative political system that represents our country. Although one party may
reflect your core values and issues better, you may want an individual from another party to
represent your local district. The MMP is a fundamental change in our system that allowed
for proportional representation and greater accountability.. Think back a few years to 2017,
where a coalition government was formed between Labour, Greens and New Zealand First.
Without the collaboration and input of all three parties, efforts towards notable issues such
as greenhouse gas emission, gun violence and education inequality may not have been
formed as it is today.

So, what happens if you break the laws or ‘rules’ of the country? This is where the judicial
branch comes in handy. The judicial branch is responsible for its interpretation and
application of pre-existing laws. There are two main sources of the law: the ‘common law’, a
body of laws that are commonly shared between countries practicing the same system, and
statutes, the laws passed by our own Parliament. Although the judicial branch doesn’t
sound fun, it is fundamental to the protection of the rights and freedom of the individual.
Its independence and impartiality contributes to the functioning of the country we live in.

But that’s not to say New Zealand’s system of government is perfect.

It’s important to know that a good democratic system ensures economic success and
individual freedom. Admittedly, this can be a hard scale to balance—it’s all about acting in
the best interests of the economy and its citizens.

This is where the importance of media comes in handy. It’s important for our individual
voices to be heard, but we all have such unique sets of thoughts and values that it is
impossible to please everyone. What we consume on our phones, what we see in the news
daily, what we listen to on the radio affects us directly. The power of the mediais a
dangerous one, influencing our perspective on current issues greatly.



The purpose of media is to influence and to entertain. But its purpose really should be to
inform viewers of a truthful and unbiased perspective. We are giving more weighting to
certain pressing and hot issues that are current, but what about the issues that really
matter? Climate change and low carbon emissions, the housing crisis as our population
grows and the inferiority New Zealand has when it comes to public transport as it lags
behind other first world countries. Let’s take the hot topic of ram raids as an example. It was
reported that 886 ram raids occurred in 2022, a high number that is a concern. But is its
dominant presence in the media justified? My English teacher asked us this in class, and we
came to the realization that these issues don’t even remotely affect most of us.

This is the price we pay when we are free to speak out. But this transparency is what makes
New Zealand successful in its democracy—parties are criticized when promises aren’t
delivered, making sure politicians do their job properly. Sometimes a little pressure goes a
long way. However, that goes without saying that it could be improved. We need to enforce
stricter rules on political donations to build the trust of the public. After all, the government
is critical to a nation’s economic success and should go without saying that building trust in
the government first and foremost is important.

But as we transitioned into the 21st Century, democracy has only become more fragile over
the years. You see, as small as the role of an individual citizen seems, democracy is highly
dependent on the rationality and trust of the average citizen. Active citizen engagement and
participation are vital for a healthy system. Participation in elections and referendums are
vital to keep the town talking. The recently notable referendums of Euthanasia and Cannabis
was a heated and controversial topic of debate in 2020, and this is reflected in the voter
turnout in Gen Z. It is clear Gen Z has become more engaged over the past few years—in the
2020 general election, 78% of eligible voters aged 18-24 voted, compared to the 69% in
2017. Gen Zis the future generation of our nation, and to get them listening, the aging
government must drive up local engagement. Unbiased educational programmes and mini
informal elections introduced in schools would be a good start.

The introduction of the MMP system in 1996 has been influential to say at the very least. In
2019 we celebrated the 25th anniversary of the MMP system, highlighting its success of
bringing issues to light National and Labour, the two dominant parties, might have failed to
cover without the power smaller parties hold. It is clear New Zealand is doing something
right when we see steady progress into a greater, positive-sum country—but change is
needed at a faster pace than ever, and the frequent changing of governments will only drag
us down. What we need is a four-year term. Our democracy is rare with a three-year term;
of the 190 countries with parliaments, 103 have five-year terms, 74 have four-year terms
and just nine have a term of three years. It directly affects our law-making process: from the
draft of a policy to the legislation and implementation will take a good two years. There’s not
much a government can do in one term, and this needs change.



Democracy serves to rule the people. And now, more than ever, we are calling for urgent
change as our world is more fast-paced than ever. Our world is changing at an alarming rate
thanks to both the advanced technologies and rapid rising of challenges Gen Z will face as a
generation, and New Zealand needs to keep up. Democracy calls for a change in New
Zealand as it changes with the times.
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