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Abstract

This dissertation examines why the ACT New Zealand political  party has experienced an 

overall  lack  of  success  since  entering  Parliament  in  1996.  ACT's  lack  of  success  is 

represented by the fact  that  despite high expectations and continued confident predictions 

from within the party, it has thus far failed to receive the substantial share of the vote for 

which it hoped. Moreover, the party’s support was slashed at the most recent election in 2005, 

when the party went from nine to just two MPs. This research considers several different 

explanations for  why ACT failed to  grow and latterly  declined.  Three different  plausible 

hypotheses  are  tested,  which respectively suggest  reasons  related to  policy,  branding and 

internal decay. Both primary and secondary sources are used to evaluate the validity of each 

theory. Interviews are conducted with figures from within the party to elicit their views on the 

applicability of each of the three different theories. In addition, several focus groups are run 

for  this  project  to  gauge  the  perceptions  of  voters  about  ACT.  From the  research,  it  is 

established that components from all three theories may explain the lack of success of the 

party at different stages of its existence. Over time, ACT's policies became less distinctive and 

were adopted by other parties. In addition, an image problem in place from the beginning 

prevented the party  from expanding its  support  beyond a  small  niche.  Furthermore,  ACT 

came to be seen as increasingly irrelevant by voters and suffered from internal decay in its 

organisation. The dissertation concludes by evaluating the likelihood of success of attempts 

since the 2005 election to arrest these difficulties and finds that despite some progress, ACT 

still has significant hurdles to overcome if it is to reverse its decline in fortunes. 
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 Chapter One

   Introduction and literature review

  ?Why study ACT

t the general election of 17 September 2005, ACT New Zealand received just 1.5 

per  cent  of  party  votes  cast.  Well  below  the  five  per  cent  threshold  for 

representation,  the  two  ACT  MPs  who  returned  to  parliament  only  did  so 

because Rodney Hide, the party leader, won the electorate seat of Epsom. In the two years 

since the election, voter enthusiasm for ACT appears to have dwindled further: a July 2007 

opinion poll recorded 0.4 per cent support for the party (Oliver 2007). This raises the obvious 

question: why bother studying ACT at all? Yet while current support for ACT is low, it used 

to be much higher.  In the three elections spanning from 1996 to 2002 the party won up to 

seven per cent of the party vote, giving it as many as nine Members of Parliament (MPs). This 

rapid decline in itself makes the party worthy of further investigation. 

A

Moreover, the party has strong links with some of the more turbulent times in recent New 

Zealand political history. The Association of Consumers and Taxpayers, a “ginger” pressure 

group was co-founded in 1993 by Roger Douglas, who converted it the following year into 

the  political  party  ACT.  Douglas  had  been  Minister  of  Finance  in  the  Fourth  Labour 

Government of 1984-1990 and had introduced a series of controversial neo-liberal economic 

reforms which collectively became known as “Rogernomics”. Dismissed in 1988 from his 

position, Douglas was unable to fully implement his reforms. After leaving parliament, in 

1993 Douglas wrote a book called  Unfinished Business,  which proposed further economic 

reforms and became the ideological basis for ACT. In early 1996, Douglas relinquished the 

leadership  of  ACT to  Richard  Prebble,  another  former  cabinet  minister  from the  Fourth 

Labour Government. In many ways, the story of ACT forms a post-script to the actions of the 

Fourth Labour Government. As such, it deserves academic scrutiny.

In addition, ACT had ample resources at its disposal which were expected to underwrite its 

success.  As well  as  the experienced human capital  of Douglas,  Prebble and others,  ACT 

benefited from generous financial support. Its advertising budget at each of the elections from 

1996 to 2002 averaged well over one million dollars, often surpassing the bigger and more 
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established parties. Moreover, lavish brochures and television advertising campaigns made 

ACT stand out from the flurry of other new parties founded in time for the introduction of the 

Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) system of representation at the 1996 general election. If 

resources are any indication at all of success, ACT could have been reasonably expected to do 

well. Yet the party never succeeded in appealing to more than a small fraction of voters and 

one year out from the 2008 election, the party has negligible support. The reasons for this lack 

of success are what I will attempt to explain.

 Previous research

Limited previous academic research exists  on ACT New Zealand. Most  recently,  Watson 

(2006) examined the Epsom electorate campaign of the party leader, Rodney Hide, at the 

2005 election, but this did not evaluate the performance of the party as a whole. Some other 

recent information can be found in edited post-election volumes,  such as  The Baubles of  

Office  (2007), and data from the the New Zealand Election Study (NZES) project. Earlier, 

Reid  (1999)  examined  the  evolution  of  its  policies  up  until  its  first  term  in  parliament. 

Another  work,  written before  ACT first  entered parliament  in  1996,  evaluated the  initial 

structure of the new party (Hine 1995). I will attempt to fill the gap in academic research with 

an examination of ACT's electoral performance since its establishment. 

 Defining success

Table 1: Election results for ACT New Zealand (1996-2005)

Party votes Total seats Electorate votes Elec. 
seats

List 
seats

Year # % # % # % # #
1996 126,442 6.1 8 6.7 77,319 3.7 1 7
1999 145,493 7.0 9 7.5 92,445 4.5 0 9
2002 145,078 7.1 9 7.5 70,888 3.6 0 9
2005 34,469 1.5 2 1.6 44,071 2.0 1 1

Source: Levine and Roberts 2007: 33-34

Political success can be interpreted in different ways. It might simply be representation: if so, 

ACT has succeeded handsomely, gaining and maintaining representation as countless other 

new parties both failed to enter parliament (e.g. the Christian Coalition) or disintegrated once 
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inside it (witness the fate of the Alliance). One could also interpret success purely in power 

terms. Some theoreticians argue that the goal of all political parties is the “placement of its 

avowed members in governmental office” (Harmel and Robertson 1985: 507, see also Sartori 

1976: 64). Viewed this way, ACT has failed: it has never had a minister in government. But a 

simple power definition is inhibiting: a party might receive a minor ministerial post, yet lack 

the power to implement its broader goals; conversely, the lack of a minister in government 

need not necessarily mean that a party has no influence on decision-making. Consequently, I 

believe  a  more  productive  and  fairer  way  of  judging  success  is  to  consider  a  party's 

performance against its stated aims. Seen in these terms, ACT has always been a party of 

ambition. Initially, Douglas said he believed ACT could receive a fifty per cent share of the 

vote,  before subsequently  moderating this  to  thirty  per  cent  (Panckhurst  1996:  87).  After 

taking over the leadership, Prebble downgraded expectations somewhat, but still  predicted 

that ACT would win fifteen per cent of the vote (Scherer 1996a: 2). This outlook continued at 

the 1999 election, prior to which he wrote to members saying “I believe ACT can elect 20 

MPs” (Prebble 1999). Willie Martin, a member of ACT since 1997 and a candidate at each 

election since 1999, recalls this target as being genuinely held and considered quite “possibly 

attainable” by members (Personal interview 3 August 2007).1

Yet, as seen in Table 1.1, ACT has never managed to come even remotely close to meeting its 

own targets. In 2005, even a more modest target of seven per cent set by Hide went drastically 

unmet.  By its  own standards,  then,  ACT has consistently underperformed. Moreover,  this 

poor electoral performance hindered its chances of participation in government, the second 

interpretation of success given above. The aim of this research is therefore to investigate why 

support for ACT never lived up to its own expectations and never grew beyond a small niche. 

In other words, why did ACT experience an overall lack of success?

 Literature review

Numerous possible explanations might be suggested for the lack of success of ACT. The aim 

of this research is not to consider every possibility, but rather to examine several substantive 

explanations which appear plausible.2 The initial stage of this requires not just a review of the 

1 Full transcripts of the interviews conducted for this project are contained in Appendices V-VII. Despite never 
reaching his target, Prebble continues to hold high hopes for the party. In July 2007 he told members that he 
believed the party could win 20 per cent of the party vote at the 2008 election (editorial, New Zealand Herald 
10 July 2007). 

2 For example, one possible theory which I will not test is the impact of the electoral system and associated 
rules and procedures, which have been suggested as a factor for the success of new parties by several authors 
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small  body of  literature  on  ACT itself,  but  a  wider  investigation  to  locate  more  general 

theories available  internationally. This relies on the fact that ACT is not sui generis and can 

in fact be variously interpreted as a new, niche, small or extreme right-wing party. For ease of 

analysis, I have grouped each of the different explanations into one of three broad categories, 

to which I now turn.

-  Policy related explanations

The first two hypotheses both relate to policy and find their origins in Downs's economic 

model of voting behaviour. Downs's theory is too complex to explore here in detail, but the 

crux of his argument is that voters are in essence “rational” and will, after comparing the 

policies of various parties, choose the one that provides them with the most material benefit. 

At  heart,  Downs's  rational-choice  model  emphasises  that  policies  are  central  to  voting 

decisions, above and beyond any other factors (Downs 1957: 36ff). 

Implicitly recognising Downsian theory, Miller3 (2007: 165) suggests that one main reason 

for the loss of voter appeal for ACT is that the party has moderated its policies, going from a 

“party of principle” to a pragmatic group promoting more populist messages for short-term 

gain.  Edwards (2003:  195-197) concurs with this view, suggesting that by moderating its 

original economic policies and de-emphasising them in favour of more conservative stands on 

social policies, ACT has lost its distinct identity. A journalist presented a similar opinion in an 

analysis  of  ACT  published  after  the  2005  election  (Bishop  2006b).  More  formally,  the 

electoral effects of this “policy moderation” have been tested in several cross-national studies. 

Adams et al. (2006) found in a study spanning eight European countries that if niche parties 

change their policies, they will lose support if the change is towards the political centre. This 

is because voters punish niche parties if they deviate on long-term ideology (Adams et al. 

523-526). Tavits presents a similar, but more nuanced study, finding that if niche parties alter 

“principled” policy stances they can expect to lose votes, but conversely should benefit if they 

change their  position on more  “pragmatic” issues  (2007:  161).4 A variation applicable  to 

(see, for example, Hauss and Rayside 1978: 43; Fisher 1974: 16; Harmel and Robertson 1985: 516; 
Bågenholm and Johansson 2005: 7). One reason I do not consider this to be a plausible explanation for ACT's 
lack of success is that ACT has only ever contested elections under the proportional system of representation 
(MMP), which is widely considered advantageous to new parties compared with majoritarian systems (e.g. 
Lucardie 2000: 180). 

3 No relation to the author
4 Tavits defined “principled” issues as social topics and “pragmatic” policy areas as economic in nature. 

However, given the strong economic foundations of ACT, it is plausible that in its case the situation is the 
reverse.

http://douglastodancing.blogspot.com 12



extreme right-wing parties might be that ACT deviated from Kitschelt's “winning formula”, 

requiring a “resolutely market-liberal stance” on economic matters and an “authoritarian and 

particularist stance” on more social issues such as immigration (Kitschelt 1995: 275). 

An alternative  policy-related  school  of  thought  argues  that  ACT lost  support  because  its 

policies lost  their  distinctiveness.  Miller  points out that  ACT's policies became similar to 

those promoted by the mainstream National Party (and the minor party New Zealand First), 

while Bishop argues that ACT's “practical  policies” were “stolen by a  resurgent National 

Party” after  Don Brash became its leader in 2004 (Miller 2007: 164-165, Bishop 2006b). 

Although not a dispassionate analysis, this view is also shared by ACT itself (e.g. Hide 2007a: 

139; Judd 2006). Internationally, mainstream-niche party competition has been evaluated by 

Meguid, who found that the adoption of niche party policies by mainstream parties should 

decrease support for the niche party (2005: 355).5  This effect had also been observed by 

authors looking at new and small parties (see, for example, Harmel (1985: 414) and Fisher 

(1974: 31)).  Similarly,  Rydgren (2002: 49), Carter (2005: 212) and Ivarsflaten (2003: 19) 

believe  that  the  actions  taken  by  major  parties  and  the  subsequent  consequences  of  this 

“convergence” of the political space play a role in the success of right-wing parties. 

   Role of marketing

Rather than policy, the “marketing model” of voting behaviour suggests that it is principally 

the overall “image” of a party which motivates voters. Political marketing theory assumes that 

voters are concerned more with the overall look of a party, rather than with the minutiae of 

policy detail (Bartle and Griffiths 2002: 30, see also Lees-Marshment 2001). Voters can be 

expected to choose the party which best enables them to “express themselves” and reflect 

their individual personality (Bartle and Griffiths 2002: 28-29). Indeed, the behaviour of ACT 

would appear to align with a “sales-oriented” party, which uses marketing techniques to make 

its policies appeal to voters. Especially in its initial stages, ACT used glossy brochures and 

slick television advertising to try and convince voters of the worthiness of its  cause. The 

validity  of  the  marketing  model  is  thus  supported  by  the  fact  that  ACT itself  placed  a 

considerable emphasis on related techniques. 

Implicitly acknowledging the marketing model, several analyses of ACT's difficulties suggest 

5 One limitation of Meguid's thesis is that it analyses only the effects of “mainstream” parties on the success of 
niche parties and not, for example, the effects of other small parties which may also successfully adopt 
policies from the niche party in question.
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that the party has suffered from an “image problem”. Edwards (2003: 211) argues that voters 

saw the party as “extremist”, while Bishop cites both Richard Prebble, leader of ACT from 

1996-2004,  and  Rodney Hide,  who took over  from Prebble,  as  inhibiting  factors  for  the 

party's “broader appeal”, as both were more disliked than liked by voters. Linked to this, 

Bishop believes ACT had an inconsistent brand, morphing from a “free market” party in 1996 

to a “hardline social conservative group” in 1999 (Bishop 2006b). Internationally, the relative 

newness of the field of political marketing has contributed to the lack of its application to 

parties sharing features with ACT.6 However, examining the factors behind the success of 

parties on the extreme right,  both Immerfall  (1998: 258) and Carter (2005: 212) attribute 

importance to strong leadership because of its impact on the overall party image. 

-  Life cycle model

The final group of plausible explanations share the view that ACT has suffered from decay in 

its organisation and ideology. Miller (2007: 164) suggests that ACT and other minor parties in 

New Zealand have suffered from a “life-cycle” effect. Miller believes that an early “passion 

and vibrancy” that was prominent in the parties' early stages has dissipated as they have aged, 

leading  to  internal  bickering  and  division  (2007:  163).  Bishop  (2006b)  agrees  that  ACT 

appeared increasingly tired and failed to create a durable organisational structure. In addition, 

ACT's  ideas  were  hindered  by  their  perceived  lack  of  relevance:  Vowles  (2000:  145) 

considers that the cornerstone eocnomic policies on which ACT had been founded soon went 

out of fashion and had “taken a back seat” by the 1999 election. According to Edwards, by 

2002,  the  party  was  “swimming  against  the  political  tide”  (2003:  211);  Bishop  (2006b) 

suggests that by 2005 the “constituency for Sir Roger Douglas' reforms ha[d] gone”.

Internationally, the life-cycle effect was first investigated in detail by Pedersen (1982). He 

argued that at  heart,  political  parties are “mortal  organisations” and as such have a  finite 

lifespan (1982: 6). Pedersen suggested that parties attempt to cross four different “thresholds” 

in their existence, ranging from meeting representation requirements to maintaining relevance 

(1982: 6). “Relevance” has been interpreted in different ways. For example, Lucardie argues 

that successful new parties must tackle “social problems considered urgent by a significant 

number of voters” (Lucardie 2000: 176, emphasis in original). This perspective is applied in 

the New Zealand context by  Barker and McLeay (2000: 145).  More theoretically,  Rochon 

6 However, political marketing theory has been fruitfully applied to parties that have little in common with 
ACT, notably the British Labour Party (e.g. Bartle 2002, Smith 2001).
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(1985:  421)  believes  that  new  parties  need  to  either  create  an  entirely  new  cleavage 

(“mobilizers”)  or  poach  a  significant  number  of  voters  who  support  an  existing  party 

(“challengers”), while similar views are put forward in cross-national studies by Krouwel and 

Bosch (2004: 6) and Bågenholm and Johansson (2005: 9). Sartori operationalises relevance 

more technically, arguing that to be relevant, parties must either display “coalition potential” 

and be a serious contender for government, or offer “blackmail potential” by virtue of their 

oppositional capabilities (1976: 122-123). 

The life-cycle of a party may also be measured by simple objective factors, such as the size of 

its membership organization and the state of its finances. Lucardie views sufficient resources 

as a precondition for the success of any new party, including both the  necessary financial 

wherewithal   and  broader  means  such  as  “personal  skills  and  contacts,  publicity,  even 

commitment to ideological values” (2000: 178). In addition, Lucardie observes that in the 

longer-term, successful new parties have tended to originate from grass-roots bases (2000: 

179). A developed party organization has certainly been seen as an important factor for the 

long-term success of right-wing parties (see Abedi and Schneider 2004: 32, Carter 2005: 212 

and Art 2006: 29ff). 

 Chapter outline

In the remainder of the dissertation,  I will  explore to what degree these explanations can 

explain  the  lack  of  success  of  ACT  New  Zealand.  The  next  chapter  takes  a  Downsian 

viewpoint and will examine what changes if any ACT has made to its policies and assess 

whether they have lost their distinctiveness. Chapter Three will proceed more on the basis of 

the marketing model of voting behaviour and will investigate whether ACT has suffered from 

a poor image. Chapter Four will then apply the life-cycle theory, examining whether the party 

has suffered from factors such as organisational decay and the declining relevance of its ideas. 

Finally, a concluding Chapter Five will examine the future of ACT in light of events since the 

2005  election  and  consider  whether  the  party  is  now successfully  addressing  the  factors 

contributing to its lack of success to date. 
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 Chapter Two

-  Policy related explanations

ust as boutique businesses try to offer a unique selling point that makes them stand out 

from bigger  competitors,  niche  political  parties  try  to  offer  something different  to 

voters in the way of policy. It stands to reason, then, that if the policies of a niche 

party become nondescript,  they will  lose their  appeal.  This is  the premise of two policy-

related explanations for the lack of success of ACT, which I will seek to test in this chapter. 

First,  I  consider  whether  ACT has  moderated  or  “watered-down”  its  policies  of  its  own 

accord, thus diminishing its own distinctiveness. I will then evaluate the alternative claim that 

rather  than ACT changing its  position,  it  has  been  other  parties  which  have  undermined 

ACT's “unique” policies by making them their own.

J

  Niche party status

A small party is not necessarily a niche party. Only the latter “specialises in serving the needs 

of the niche better than other, more casual, competitors” (Butler and Collins 1996: 74). This 

status is thus driven more by the attitude of the party, rather than its actual level of support. 

Indeed, Douglas's original aim was for ACT to become a mainstream party, by winning fifty 

per cent of the vote. However, Prebble soon downgraded the party's ambitions to being a 

“stable  partner”  (Reid  1999:  3)   in  a  National-led  government,  reflected  in  his  aim  of 

capturing  fifteen  per  cent  of  the  vote.  Former  party  communications  manager  Gavin 

Middleton recalls that ACT realised that “under MMP politics...we don't have to appeal to 

everybody” (Personal interview 5 August 2007). If ACT was not initially a niche party, it 

soon became one. The confirmation of this status allows us to apply the findings of cross-

national studies about niche parties to ACT.1 

1 The significance of this lies in the fact that studies predict quite different effects on electoral support for 
“mainstream” parties. For example, Adams et al. found that policy moderation should actually increase 
support for a mainstream party (2006: 525). 
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 Policy moderation

Adams et al. (2006: 514) argue that niche parties should expect to pay an electoral cost if they 

move their policies in a centrist direction. This is because by becoming more like mainstream 

parties, they lose their distinctiveness and  raison d'être.  Furthermore, “policy moderation” 

can trigger a bitter and unhelpful internal debate about the direction of the party (Adams et al. 

2006:  526).  To  determine  whether  a  moderation  process  has  taken  place  with  ACT,  its 

policies for each election from 1996-2005 have been set out in parallel format in Appendix I, 

from which I will now elucidate key findings.

( )  a Economic policies

Several clear examples of moderation can be found in ACT's economic policies. Initially, 

Douglas had advocated zero income tax. Prebble changed this on taking over the leadership 

and In 1996,  ACT argued for an immediate  19.5 per  cent  flat  tax,  including a  dedicated 

superannuation and health contribution of seven per cent. But by 1999, this was replaced by a 

less radical-sounding “five year programme of  tax cuts”,  albeit  still  leading to  maximum 

personal and corporate  rates of twenty per cent.  The separated superannuation and health 

contribution had by this time disappeared. The centrist drift continued in 2002, when the party 

promoted a two-tier system, with rates of eighteen and twenty-eight per cent, making a flat tax 

a more distant goal. In 2005, only a two-tier system was presented, with rates of fifteen and 

twenty-five  per  cent.  Over  time,  then,  ACT  became  much  less  radical  in  its  taxation 

proposals,  as  its  offerings  became  more  aligned  with  the  parties  of  the  political  centre. 

Moreover, the abandonment of the flat tax concept removed a clear point of difference for the 

party.

Another  example  of  declining  radicalism  can  be  seen  in  ACT's  policy  on  State  Owned 

Enterprises (SOEs). In 1996, ACT unreservedly pledged to sell government-owned businesses 

wherever possible. This policy remained in 1999, albeit in a less prominent fashion. But no 

mention of the policy could be found in policy documents for 2002 or 2005. Furthermore, 

ACT  continued  to  dismantle  the  distinctive  policies  originally  introduced  by  Douglas. 

Compulsory superannuation,  a  cornerstone  of  Unfinished Business  and explained in  great 

detail  in  the  1996  manifesto,  had  disappeared  by  1999.  Similar  fates  awaited  Douglas's 

signature private funding methods in areas such as health and education, and the idea of a 

negative income tax, or “Guaranteed Minimum Family Income”, which had all been spelt out 
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in some detail in 1996, but were largely dropped by 1999. Indicating the centrist nature of 

these shifts, Edwards interprets the changes to economic policy as ACT moving to a position 

just outside the “new centre”, on which the mainstream parties (Labour and National) had 

gradually converged (2003: 197). 

( ) -  b Non economic policies

Yet while moderation is evident in the economic sphere, non-economic areas display  non-

centrist shifts. Justice policies provide a prime example of this. In 1996, although promoting 

“effective enforcement of the law”, ACT also wanted to rehabilitate offenders and assist them 

with “community mentors”. But from 1999, the party began to advocate a stricter stance and 

promised to reduce the availability of parole. In 2002, and 2005, the justice policy became 

even tougher. Parole was now to be completely abolished under a “Truth in Sentencing” plan 

and  ACT  promised  stiff  penalties  for  minor  offences,  such  as  “graffiti,  vandalism,  and 

shoplifting”. In addition, the party now pledged to ensure that “punishment is punishment” 

and that prisons would be “stark”. This ultra-hardline approach clearly distinguished ACT 

from either of the two major parties, (although this distinction did become clouded in 2005, as 

I discuss later in the chapter).

Furthermore, policy on Maori also became much more conservative as time wore on. In 1996, 

the party had centred on granting Maori independence, including the operation of parallel 

schools. As with crime, a “mentor” system of assistance would operate for those who required 

it. But from 1999, ACT ceased to promote these assistance-based ideas, instead emphasising 

time-limits  for  the  “fair,  full  and  final  settlement”  of  Treaty  of  Waitangi  claims,  the 

abolishment of privileges for Maori and the removal of the reserved Maori seats. In social 

welfare, ACT proceeded in a similar fashion, moving from promoting a mentoring system in 

1996 to advocating time-limits for benefits and work-for-the-dole schemes in 2002 and 2005. 

In defence, ACT moved from being lukewarm to “bilateral or multilateral arrangements that 

are inconsistent with the domestic policies in place in New Zealand” in 1996, to advocating a 

high level of spending on the military and the reinstatement of the ANZUS military alliance 

with the United States in 2002 and 2005. There can be little doubt that the changes to these 

non-economic policies represented conservative shifts. 
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'  Voters perceptions

Arguably more important than a post facto examination of policy detail is to see how voters 

perceived  ACT  at  each  election.  The  New Zealand  Election  Study  (NZES)  survey  asks 

respondents at each election to put political parties on a left-right scale. The results for ACT 

are summarised in the table below.

Table 2: Where NZES respondents place ACT on the left-right 
spectrum, if "1" represents the far left and "10" the far right

Year 10 9 & 10 6 or higher 5 or below
1996 16.8% 29.5% 45.3% 7.4%
1999 20.2 31.8 46.8 11.0
2002 12.3 22.4 38.7 10.2
2005 15.7 28.7 50.7 12.5

Source: NZES 1996, 1999, 2002 and 2005

From the NZES data, it appears that voters detected no clear pattern of moderation from ACT 

over time. In fact, voters' perceptions of the party essentially ended up in 2005 where they had 

started nine years earlier: over time the numbers of respondents who placed ACT on the most 

right-wing position available had remained virtually static  at  around fifteen per cent.  The 

clearest example of moderation occurred from 1999-2002, yet this is tempered by the fact the 

party  had  been  seen  as  very  right-wing  in  1999.  The  inadequacy  of  the  moderation 

explanation is  reinforced by the fact  that  according to  the NZES,  ACT's worst  period in 

electoral terms (from 2002-2005) had been accompanied by a shift rightwards.

It seems likely that for voters, actual moderation in economic policies was offset by the non-

centrist shifts in social areas such as crime and Maori. Indeed, this “cancelling-out” effect was 

assisted by a concerted de-emphasis process undertaken by the party. ACT did not highlight 

its  moderation  of  economic  policies;  rather,  it  preferred  to  emphasise  the  non-economic 

realm, introducing the slogans such as “One Law for All” and “Zero Tolerance for Crime”. 

Middleton  recalls  that  ACT  sensed  the  unpopularity  of  its  economic  prescription  and 

downplayed them, in favour of “the policies people were interested in, Treaty reform and 

crime” (Personal interview).2 

2 In political marketing, this tactic aligns with the expected behaviour of a “sales-oriented” party, which “does 
not change its behaviour to suit what people want, but tries to make people want what it offers” (Lees-
Marshment 2001: 696). 
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 ,   Different policies same old party

Thus while ACT appears to have moderated its economic policy positions over time, non-

economic policy areas have become increasingly more conservative in nature. This suggests a 

revision of ACT's position on a grid devised by Mulgan (updated by Aimer) (2004: 249) to 

graphically  illustrate  differences  between  the  economic  and  social  positions  of  parties  is 

required:

Figure 1: The position of ACT on social/economic spectra

As illustrated, ACT had become progressively less economically liberal, although it certainly 

remained to the right of centre. More dramatic was the shift in social policies, in which ACT 

morphed  from  presenting  essentially  a  laissez-faire  attitude  to  being  strictly  socially 

conservative in nature.3 Understandably, in the minds of voters, these changes cancelled each 

other out. ACT therefore retained its extreme-right wing position. This being the case, policy 

moderation does not appear to be an adequate explanation for ACT's lack of success.

   Mainstream party policy adoption

If moderation is insufficient, perhaps another policy-related explanation may shed light on 

ACT's difficulties. After the disastrous 2005 election, figures in ACT cited the National Party 

3 Reid (1999: 69) interpreted the early phase of this shift in the late 1990s as the party introducing a “strong 
neo-conservative slant” to its non-economic policies.
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led by Don Brash as the key reason for its poor performance. Outgoing president Catherine 

Judd said ACT's “vote and brand was taken by National” (Judd 2006); Hide recalled that 

“Brash's leadership made ACT redundant”, as National promised the “very policies that ACT 

had pioneered in Parliament”(Hide 2007a: 176). According to party strategist Brian Nicolle, 

“ACT  was  destroyed  when  Don  Brash  became  leader  of  the  National  Party”  (Personal 

communication 20 August 2007). The basis to this theory is that National took over ACT's 

distinctive  niche  of  extreme-right  positions  on  issues  such  as  Maori,  taxation  and  social 

welfare. 

Don Brash replaced Bill English as National Party leader in October 2003. While English had 

been portrayed as a centrist, Brash was  from the right of the party and held connections to the 

right-wing Business Roundtable lobby group (Hager 2006: 41). The first outward sign of his 

desire to move National's agenda righwards came in January 2004, when he gave a now well-

known speech to the Orewa Rotary Club, in which he claimed there was a  “dangerous drift 

towards racial separatism in New Zealand” (Brash 2004a). In the speech, Brash stated that 

National would abolish the Maori seats, speed up Treaty of Waitangi settlements and “remove 

divisive  race-based  features  in  legislation”  (Brash  2004a).  Brash  later  gave  prominent 

separate speeches promising a tougher stance on law and order (July 2004) and social welfare 

(the topic for the second Orewa speech, in January 2005). In the 2005 election campaign, 

National campaigned heavily on lower taxation (promising $3.9 billion in tax cuts), as well as 

tougher stances on Maori issues and crime. 

It is undeniable that National's promise to abolish the Maori seats and of “one rule for all” 

sounded remarkably similar  to  ACT's  policy of  “one law for  all  New Zealanders”  (ACT 

2002a: 52). Similarly, Brash's pledge of an  “all-out assault on crime in our communities” 

contained the hallmarks of ACT's “Zero Tolerance for Crime” policy of the previous election 

(Brash 2004b). Moreover, the promises of substantial tax cuts at the 2005 were comparable, if 

not identical, to those promised by ACT. National proposed that incomes of up to $50,000 

would be taxed at 19 per cent or less (National Party 2005); ACT pledged to tax incomes up 

to $38,000 at the rate of 15 per cent – a minimal difference (ACT 2005c).4 

As plausible as it sounds, however, the policy adoption theory is in fact more complicated. 

4 In addition, although promoting similar policies, Brash carefully avoided drawing attention to ACT, literally 
going out of his way to avoid encountering Rodney Hide during the election campaign (Watkins and Dewes 
2005). This behaviour was consistent with the “accommodative” tactics proven by Meguid (2005: 354) to be 
most advantageous for a mainstream party competing against a niche rival.
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The argument that ACT performed poorly because its policies were “stolen” (Bishop 2006b) 

by  National  rather  conveniently  absolves  ACT of  any  responsibility  for  its  own demise. 

Several caveats need to be explored. First, the very premise that National took policies “from 

ACT” is highly questionable. As Ranney and Kendall point out, “the fact that a minor party 

can be shown to have advocated a particular reform before the major parties took it up...is no 

indication that the latter took it up because the former advocated it” (quoted in Fisher 1974: 

31). Indeed, it would seem strange for National to examine ACT, which even prior to Brash 

had only about five per cent support, for clues to its own electoral success. Moreover, the 

policies which National “took over” were conservative policies. It should hardly be surprising 

that National, a centre-right party, suddenly decided to champion tough stances on issues such 

as race, crime and social welfare. A glance at the party's history provides numerous examples 

of the party taking similar positions, from the “dawn raids” on Pacific Island overstayers 

under Prime Minister Muldoon in the 1970s, to the work-for-the-dole programme instituted 

by Jenny Shipley in the late 1990s.5 

In addition, Miller (2007: 165) points out that ACT had itself borrowed ideas from other 

parties, and not just from National. New Zealand First, established before ACT, had long been 

a purveyor of conservative social  policies. James (1997: 77),  for instance,  described New 

Zealand First as being the “'small people's right wing', the sort of illiberalism mixed with fear 

that fuels xenophobia, racism and opposition to migration and minorities...wont to turn on 

'bludgers  on  welfare'”.  By  shifting  from  its  more  distinctive  policies  on  tax  and 

superannuation to the more heavily fought-over turf of conservative, non-economic policies, it 

was only going to be a matter of time until ACT would be forced to relinquish ownership of 

these policies to another right-wing rival.

A further limitation on the policy adoption thesis is the fact that support for ACT collapsed in 

opinion polls immediately after Brash's Orewa speech. In February 2004, support for ACT 

declined from five or six per cent to two or less, a level which remained virtually unchanged 

up until the 2005 election (De Malmanche 2007: 561; Armstrong 2004). The significance of 

the immediate fall in support in early 2004 is that at that stage, Brash had focused  only  on 

Maori, the subject of his Orewa speech. The ACT-like stance that National had promoted on 

issues such as Maori, crime and taxation were unveiled sequentially, not simultaneously. In 

fact,  Brash initially took great care to avoid broaching economic issues, such as tax cuts, 

5 Shipley had also promoted tax cuts, but rather than taking her cues from ACT, it is just as likely that she 
looked to Australia, where tax cuts had been a vote-winner for the main centre-right Liberal Party in 
Australia under its leader, John Howard.
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because of their perceived unpopularity. The earliest sign of tax cuts came only in December 

2004, after National had carefully considered its strategy (Hager 2006: 61, 128). The fact that 

support for ACT ebbed away immediately after Orewa suggests that most of its support base 

had been comprised of voters interested in ACT's tough stances on social issues such as race 

and crime, rather than supporters of ACT's original recipe for economic reform. This should 

not  be startling: as I  discussed earlier,  ACT had deliberately de-emphasised its  economic 

policies in favour of more typical centre-right social policies because it could not sell the 

merits of the former to voters. But by doing so, it had made its own niche less distinctive and 

more aligned with the expected behaviour of other right-wing parties. 

   Links with National

Moreover, not only had ACT adopted more typical centre-right policies, particularly in the 

non-economic realm, but it had also often directly associated itself with National in the past. 

At the 2002 election, ACT told voters “[t]his is a left versus centre right campaign, between 

Labour and the Greens on the left and ACT and National on the centre right” (ACT 2002b: 4). 

Three years earlier, in 1999, ACT said that a “Centre-Right Government Is Essential” and it 

would  gladly  support  National  to  stop  the  latter  from “doing  any  more  deals  with  New 

Zealand First” (ACT 1999n: 4). The positioning of ACT as what Hide now calls a “tactical 

appendage to National” (Hide 2007a: 176) was in stark contrast to the early years of the party, 

when ACT claimed it was neither a left nor right-wing party and promoted features which 

ostensibly differentiated ACT from “all other political parties” (ACT 1996a: 2). 

Another  caveat  to  the  policy  adoption  concept  stems  from the  fact  that  figures  in  ACT 

willingly assisted Brash to become National leader in 2003. Both Roger Douglas and Brian 

Nicolle, who now says that ACT was “destroyed” when Brash became leader, provided the 

latter with covert assistance in his leadership bid. While Douglas's assistance appears to have 

been fairly innocuous, consisting of “words of advice” on handling the leadership attempt, 

Nicolle had sent Brash a more detailed list of “Tactical Plans” to help Brash win favour with 

the National caucus. After Brash had replaced English as leader, Nicolle had continued to 

assist Brash, introducing him to Bryan Sinclair, who became a key National Party adviser in 

the  2005  election  campaign  (Hager  2006:  45-46).  Indeed,  almost  the  entire  ACT caucus 

(except Prebble) felt it was “good news” that Brash had won the leadership, even though they 

must have known that Brash would encroach on its own territory (Hide 2007a: 176). In a 

stunning example of political naivete, the assistance given to Brash equated to ACT drafting 
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its own death warrant.

  Not wholly convincing

While the validity of the claim that ACT suffered because National promoted similar policies 

has some merit, caveats exist both in theory and in practice. By positioning itself so close to 

National and by peddling conservative policies, ACT had exposed itself to the very real risk 

that  its  voters  would turn on it  and vote  for National  instead,  which they inevitably did. 

Moreover, if  Brash really had caused ACT's downfall,  figures in ACT had contributed to 

giving  him the  power  to  do  so.  Finally,  even  if  we accept  the  policy adoption  thesis  as 

legitimate, the theory is at best a short-term one. Hinging on Brash becoming National leader 

in late 2003, it can at most only explain why ACT performed poorly at the 2005 election. As 

such, it is an inadequate explanation to explain the overall lack of success of ACT over the 

longer term. With this in mind, I will now examine whether political marketing can offer a 

more comprehensive explanation.
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 Chapter Three

  ?An image problem

ne  reason  why  policy-related  reasons  are  insufficient  to  explain  the  lack  of 

success of ACT may be that Downs's view of the primacy of policy to voting 

decisions is misplaced. In the case of ACT, data collected in focus groups for this 

research demonstrated a minimal knowledge of policy details. Some participants did not even 

have a vague idea of what the party's policies were. Comments such as “it [ACT] just never 

registered  with  me”  and  “I  just  can't”  were  not  uncommon (Focus  Group  (FG)  1).  One 

participant admitted “I can't think of one thing” (FG2). Granted, with some thinking time, 

other  participants  could recall  broad themes of  ACT's  policies,  such as low taxation and 

Treaty of Waitangi policies. But specific details, such as tax rates or how long ACT would 

allow for the settlement of Treaty claims, were absent. Given the lack of policy knowledge, it 

is  difficult  to  see  how  changes  to  policy,  even  dramatic  ones,  would  impact  on  voting 

decisions. 

O

  ?A tainted brand

This suggests that we need to look for factors other than policy. The authors of a policy-

related study cited in Chapter One suggest that rather than policy, more important for the 

success of a new party may be “party elites' images with respect to competence, integrity, and 

unity”  (Adams et  al.  2006:  526).  This  suggests  that  ACT's  problems may actually  lie  in 

branding, a marketing concept applied by a growing number of academics to help explain 

political phenomena. Lilleker defines branding as “logo, symbols and names”, together with 

associated “ethos, ideology and beliefs” (2006: 41-3). To these, Lock and Harris (1996: 4) add 

the party leader, while Schneider believes that political brands act as “shortcuts” for voters 

unwilling to read party manifestos (2004: 51-52).  Often used interchangeably with branding 

is the concept  of “image”,  referring to  the perception of the party held by voters.  While 

branding  is  controlled  by  the  party,  voters  may interpret  what  the  party  stands  for  quite 

differently based on its actions and the connotations they link with the party.
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While lacking policy knowledge, focus group participants had little trouble recalling their 

image of ACT. The party was near universally seen as being “far right” (FG1-3). In addition, 

some participants recalled ACT being adversarial, although emphasising lack of the policy 

knowledge they were unclear  as  to  exactly  what  the  party  opposed.  One participant  said 

“tough questions in Parliament from Rodney Hide, certain amount of  aggressiveness in the 

House, but just on single issues I can't think of policies” (FG1). Another participant was also 

conscious that ACT was “against a lot” but was unsure of exactly what the party opposed 

(FG1). One participant felt that ACT was good at “dragging up difficult issues and making us 

think about them” (FG1). The party was also associated with money: participants felt that 

ACT was associated with “financial interests” (FG3) and “business” (FG2). These views were 

mirrored in a projective exercise, in which participants were asked to choose the make of car 

which most closely represented their view of ACT.1 Participants overwhelmingly favoured the 

sports utility vehicle (SUV) and sports car, ignoring more ordinary sedan and people-mover 

models.  One  participant  felt  that  the  SUV  was  suitable  because  it  “could  run  anyone 

over...sort of a bully's car”, while the sports car represented “arrogance” and “aiming for the 

highlife” (FG2). Wealth was clearly a trigger for these perceptions: one participant said that 

ACT was  not  interested  in  “the  social  side  of  politics,  whereas  Labour  is  about  helping 

people, the lower people, they're [ACT] more about the rich people at the top and aiming for 

that sort of lifestyle, which is what you associate those cars with, money” (FG2). 

These  comments  give  weight  to  the  hypothesis  that  ACT has  suffered  from a  perennial 

“image problem” throughout its history that has been consistently cited by journalists as a 

problem for  the  party.  In  1994,  commentators  called  ACT a  “party  of  rich  white  men” 

(Goulter 1994) and claimed it had “the stigma of being regarded as a party of the rich and for 

the rich” (Luke 1994). Moreover, the image stuck: in 2001, it was reported that the party came 

across as “too cerebral, too hard-nosed, too white and too male” (Armstrong 2001). 

To the qualitative comments from focus groups and journalists, we can add quantiative data 

from the New Zealand Election Study (NZES) series and the complementary New Zealand 

Political Change Project (Victoria University). In 1999, 24.4 per cent of NZES respondents 

strongly disliked ACT, while only 2.1 per cent said they strongly liked the party, a worse 

result than all other parties bar New Zealand First. NZES respondents also felt ACT was one 

of the three most untrustworthy parties (NZES 1999). In 2002, ACT fared slightly better, with 

only 18.2 per cent saying they strongly disliked the party, an improvement on 1999 and this 

1 The stimulus material used in the focus groups is reproduced in Appendices III-IV.
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time a better result than both New Zealand First and the Greens. But now only 1.9 per cent 

said they strongly liked the party; additionally, ACT was still one of the least trusted parties 

(NZES 2002).  Similarly,  the 2002 NZPCP found that  ACT was the second most-disliked 

party in Parliament, with 20.2 per cent of respondents nominating it (only the Greens were 

disliked more, at 29.2 per cent) (Levine and Roberts 2003: 315). A marginal improvement 

becomes  evident  in  2005  NZES  figures,  when  14  per  cent  of  respondents  saying  they 

“strongly  disliked”  ACT.  The  Green,  Maori  and  National  parties  all  had  higher  figures. 

NZPCP data found that ACT was now only the third least-liked party (Levine and Roberts 

2007:  364).  However,  ardent  fans  of  ACT continued  to  decline,  with  only  1.2  per  cent 

strongly liking the party, the lowest figure of any party (NZES 2005). 

Furthermore,  supporters  were overwhelmingly  rich,  white  and  male.  According  to  the 

NZPCP,  84 per cent of ACT voters in 1996 were male, decreasing slowly to a 78 per cent 

share  in  1999  and  70  per  cent  in  2002  (Levine  and  Roberts  2003:  328).  Similarly,  the 

stereotype of ACT as a party of white New Zealanders is borne out , with NZES data showing 

the party attracted the support of only four per cent of Maori in 1996, none at all in 1999 and 

just one per cent in 2002 (Vowles 1998: 36; Vowles et al. 2002: 227; 2004: 201). While a 

question on income was asked by the NZES only in 1996, it revealed that ACT drew forty-

two per cent of its support from voters with an income of $67,000 or higher, and only seven 

per cent from people earning $13,000 or less (Vowles 1998: 37). 

    “The Roger Douglas fan club”

But as Lock and Harris noted (1996: 4), much of the significance of political images comes 

via  leadership.  For  ACT,  leaders  have  been  a  double-edged  sword.  On  one  hand,  the 

reputation  of  Douglas  quickly  drew together  loyal  supporters:  a  journalist  called  ACT a 

“Roger Douglas fan club”. Indeed, high profile advocates of economic reform soon flocked to 

ACT, including former Labour ministers like Prebble and Trevor de Cleene,  businessmen 

Craig Heatley and Alan Gibbs, and thousands of other rank and file members (Legat 1994: 

75). It  is unlikely that anyone but Douglas could have won a similar level of even semi-

religious  devotion  (one  supporter  called  Douglas  “our  Dalai  Lama,  our  spiritual  leader” 

(Rudman 1994: C8)). 

Yet for every voter who admired Douglas, there were many others who did not. The chief 

contributor for the dislike was Douglas's role in introducing the economic reforms in the 
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1980s, forever linked to him under the moniker “Rogernomics”. A magazine article claimed 

that Douglas “carried the stale odour of a different decade's politics. People often associated 

him with the pain but not the gain of economic reforms” (Panckhurst 1996: 85). Recognising 

his own dislike,  Douglas conceded that  for  many people he was the “devil  reincarnated” 

(Clifton 1996). Quantitatively, a December 1995 poll found that Douglas was the least-liked 

leader of any party (Clifton 1995). Moreover, with Douglas at the helm, support for ACT in 

opinion  polls  declined  from 3.3 per  cent  to  1.2  per  cent  during 1995,  its  first  year  as  a 

registered political party. Aware that his leadership was an obstacle to ACT gaining further 

support,  Douglas  resigned  as  leader  in  December  1995.  The  strength  of  Douglas's 

unpopularity amongst some voters is illustrated by the fact that even in 2007, focus group 

participants still cited him as a reason for disliking ACT (FG1).

  “Mad Dog” Prebble

However, Douglas's replacement and leader of ACT from 1996-2004, Richard Prebble, was 

no panacea to ACT's image difficulties. Prebble had been responsible for the sale of state 

assets in the Fourth Labour Government and had been caricatured by the media as “Mad Dog” 

for  doing  so.  As  with  Douglas  and  Rogernomics,  this  label  continued  to  be  attached  to 

Prebble even after the 1980s, with one report claiming the label “sticks like mud” (Orsman 

1996).  This  is  borne  out  by  the  fact  that  the  “Newztext”  database  records  96  articles 

containing the phrase “Mad Dog” from 1995 to 2006 alone.

Again, these claims are reinforced by quantitative data. In 1996, the NZPCP found that while 

Prebble  was  the  least  preferred  Prime  Minister,  with  only  one  per  cent  of  respondents 

nominating him and the most disliked except for New Zealand First leader Winston Peters 

(Levine and Roberts 1997: 193). A near identical result was recorded by the NZPCP at the 

1999 election (Levine and Roberts 2000: 172). A string of negative perceptions of Prebble 

were  registered  by  the  1999  NZES:  Prebble  was  seen  as  the  least  compassionate  and 

trustworthy party  leader,  the leader  least  able  to  “really  speak for  women” and the most 

arrogant leader (Banducci 2002: 62).2 

Moreover,  perceptions  of  Prebble  did  not  mellow  as  ACT  became  more  established  in 

parliament. At his last election as leader, in 2002, the NZPCP again found him to be the most 

2 Neither did the media put Prebble in a good light. In a study of coverage of leaders by One Network News in 
1999, overall coverage of Prebble was coded as being only just positive, with the only leader receiving more 
unfavourable coverage New Zealand First leader Winston Peters (Banducci and Vowles 2002: 45-46). 
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disliked leader, with a “negative differential” (i.e. detractors subtracted from Prebble's total 

number of supporters) of minus eighteen per cent, sixty-three per cent lower than the most-

preferred leader,  Helen Clark.  In 1996 the differential  had been just  minus four per cent 

(Levine and Roberts 2003: 321). Similarly, the 2002 NZES found that Prebble was easily the 

most disliked of party leaders, with well over twenty per cent of respondents saying they 

“strongly disliked” him; he also registered the lowest level  of  respondents who “strongly 

liked” him (just one per cent) (Aimer and Vowles 2004b: 180). Even in 2007, well after his 

resignation as ACT leader, data from my focus groups show that the negative connotations 

linger.  Especially  older  participants  variously  recalled  Prebble  as  being  “vicious”  and  a 

“fighter”, who launched attacks that were “below the belt” (FG2), while others cited the fact 

that Prebble had “sold the railways” in the 1980s as the reason for their dislike (FG1/2).

These negative perceptions of ACT and its leaders were not just academic, but had the power 

to close voters' minds to the idea of voting for ACT. Willie Martin, a past electorate candidate 

for ACT in Dunedin electorates, recalls that during campaigning some people would “switch 

off  immediately,  or  they'd  bring  up  something  about  the  '80s...and  didn't  hear  a  thing” 

(Personal interview). Furthermore, Gavin Middleton,  former ACT communications manager, 

says that party research found that only twenty per cent of voters would consider voting for 

ACT,  meaning  eighty  per  cent  were  firmly  switched  off  to  ACT's  messages  (Personal 

interview). Yet both Martin and Middleton believe that the leadership of Douglas and Prebble 

were crucial in getting ACT established, into parliament and for drawing core supporters, 

reflecting the “Roger Douglas fan club” description. Martin recalls that a significant number 

of voters “loved Richard [Prebble] and would vote for him and they might not have been so 

inclined to after he'd gone” (Personal interviews). However, while the legacy of Douglas and 

Prebble may have attracted a  small  niche of support,  it  also closed the door to the party 

expanding much beyond five per cent. 

   Problems with Hide

Rodney Hide was elected to replace Prebble as party leader in 2004. While he had not been 

part of the Fourth Labour Government, Hide had problems of his own, with a reputation for 

uncovering scandals and attacks against  numerous Labour MPs, including Jonathan Hunt, 

Dover Samuels, John Tamihere and David Benson-Pope. Nicknamed a “perkbuster” for his 

criticism of MPs' fringe benefits, Hide was also framed as vicious: one newspaper profile 

described him as being a  “shin-kicker” and behaving “like a pig in muck” (Watkins 2004). 
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Even though Hide has made efforts to change his image since the 2005 election, focus group 

participants were often negative.  In another  projective exercise,  one participant  compared 

Hide with a small brown dog, an “annoying pesky little thing that just won't go away and you 

just want to give it a good boot” (FG3). Another participant called Hide “yappy”, while, more 

positively, another felt that he was a “good wee fighter” (FG2). Another called Hide “one of 

nature's bulldogs” (FG1).3 

  Attempts to rebrand

Aware that ACT was stereotyped as a cold hard party of the rich, from the beginning ACT 

tried  to  change  voters'  perceptions.  Douglas  made  overtures  to  both  women  and  Maori, 

resulting in Muriel Newman and former activist Donna Awatere-Huata joining the party. At 

the 1996 election, ACT even employed a public relations firm to try and shift its image away 

from radical  reform (Campbell  1996:  19).  After  ACT was elected to  Parliament,  Prebble 

continued  efforts  to  have  the  party  seen  in  a  better  light,  including  sending  MPs  on  a 

nationwide bus tour in 1997 to meet and greet voters and give ACT a more human feel. (Bell 

1997). 

  The Liberal Project

A more comprehensive attempt to change ACT's image began in 2001, when the negatively-

perceived  Douglas  resigned  as  party  president.  Members  elected  Catherine  Judd  as  his 

successor. Judd, a public relations consultant, intended to give a brighter, more appealing face 

to the party and to “feminise A[CT]” (Young 2001).  The centrepiece of Judd's presidency 

was the “Liberal  Project”, the aim of which was “to position ACT as a party with wider 

appeal –  particularly to young,  urban liberals”(Judd 2001).  One early  sign of  the Liberal 

Project was a four-page party newspaper called  The Liberal Vision, issued during the 2002 

election campaign. However, the use of the liberal branding was still limited, with the word 

not used in the party manifesto or on ACT's election billboards and advertising. 

3 Admittedly, Hide's image may have improved somewhat over time: quantitative data from the 2005 election 
found that Hide was only the fourth least-preferred Prime Minister (Levine and Roberts 2007: 369). In 
addition, as Hide had never been part of the Fourth Labour Government, Middleton says it became easier to 
sweep away ACT's negative connotations with the 1980s which had proven to be damaging to the party 
(Personal interview).
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-  Name change debate

Following the 2002 election, Judd sought to introduce “phase II” of the Liberal Project and 

began to consult with members over more formal rebranding and provided members with no 

fewer than twenty-one different options. These ranged from cosmetic changes to the party 

logo, to a fully-fledged name change, or both. The suggested new party names were “ACT 

Liberal”,  “Liberals”  or   “Liberal  Party  of  New Zealand”  (Judd 2002b).  However,  it  was 

reported that conference delegates at the “Scenic South” conference in 2002 were reluctant to 

change  ACT's  branding,  an  indication  of  internal  division  over  the  idea.  In  hindsight, 

Middleton also observes that “ACT had brand familiarity, for better or for worse” (Personal 

interview). In the face of support for the status quo, the end result was a compromise. In May 

2003, ACT changed its logo to include the motto “The Liberal Party”, which replaced “New 

Zealand” in the logo's bottom strip. The colour of the logo's “tick” device was also changed, 

from white to yellow, but blue and green colours remained.4 

One of the reasons cited by members opposing change at the 2002 conference was that the 

liberal  term was confusing.  Indeed,  the  term “liberal”  means different  things  to  different 

people. My focus group participants were divided over its meaning, with some equating it 

with left-wing (American  usage) and others interpreting it as conservative, “like the Liberal 

Party in Australia” (FG2).5 In retrospect, both Middleton and Hide conceded that liberal was a 

confusing term to use,  although Middleton says it  “was the best  label we had” (Personal 

interviews). At the time, Judd claimed that the liberal term had been “degraded” by left-wing 

usage  and  that  ACT sought  to  “reclaim the  word  and  reassert  its  true  meaning”,  which 

according to her implied the “defence of liberty and individual freedom” (Judd 2003a).

In any event, the liberal rebranding had little apparent effect on voters. None of my focus 

group participants could recall the Liberal Party motto and only one recalled the increased use 

of  yellow introduced  under  the  Liberal  Project  (FG3).  Instead,  they  tended  to  recall  the 

original branding introduced during ACT's incipient phase in the mid-1990s. One associated 

Prebble's 1996 book, I've been Thinking, with ACT (FG1,3); others recalled the stylised “tick” 

which formed part of ACT's logo from 1996 onwards (FG2). Others recalled the party's use of 

the  colours  blue  and  green,  which  dominated  until  the  rebranding  process  in  2001.  In 
4 A formal name change could only be made by an amendment to the party constitution and as such would 

have required a majority of member support. Indicative of rank-and-file hostility, Judd was defensive in a 
letter announcing the changes to members, saying they were implemented only “after a great deal of thought” 
and did not constitute a change to the party's name  (Judd 2003a).

5 Liberal parties are considered conservative in Australia and Japan, left-wing in Canada and thought of as 
centrist in some countries such as Germany and Honduras (Allison 2003).
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retrospect,  Hide  considers  the  Liberal  Project  to  have  been  a  “total  failure”  (Personal 

interview  30  August  2007).  Middleton  is  more  optimistic.  While  conceding  that  the 

rebranding was low key because “at the end of the day the party was still ACT”, he believes 

that the Liberal Project helped to “break...away from that Roger Douglas, 1984-1990 stuff” 

(Personal interview). Yet while it was certainly something new, it is doubtful that the Liberal 

Project was what ACT really needed to improve its image. The compromise “Liberal Party” 

appendage to the party logo was too cautious to be noticed, yet even if voters had been aware 

of it, it is likely that they would have been confused.

  A terrible image

ACT  had  a  terrible  image  in  the  minds  of  voters.  From  the  beginning,  the  party  was 

stereotyped as being arrogant, adversarial and the domain of rich, white men, an image which 

had  much in  common with  reality.  Moreover,  the  party  was  not  helped  by  the  negative 

connotations associated with figures such as Douglas and Prebble for their  actions in the 

unpopular economic reforms of the Fourth Labour Government. These negative perceptions 

of ACT severely limited the pool of voters open to voting for the party, restricting it to a small 

niche. Both the ideas and implementation behind attempts to soften its image were too ill-

conceived to have any real effect. However, while packaging of a product is important, it is 

difficult to dress up the unappealing. Accordingly, the next chapter will consider how ACT 

struggled to maintain the relevance of the very ideas it promoted.
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 Chapter Four

 -  A life cycle approach

y final hypothesis to explain the lack of success of ACT New Zealand derives 

from Miller's observation that the decline in support  for ACT at the 2005 

election was not a unique experience, but was shared by all the minor parties, 

except for the newly-formed Maori Party (2007: 162-5). In light of this, Miller suggests that 

minor parties are bounded by a fixed life-cycle, with an initial “passion and vibrancy” which 

becomes impossible to sustain as the parties age (2007: 163). In this chapter, I will apply 

several independent indicators of a life-cycle effect to ACT, including its struggle to maintain 

relevance, decay in its organisation and damaging internal division.

M

A theory behind the life-cycle of political parties was developed by Pedersen, who argues that 

as “mortal organisations”, they need to cross four “thresholds” to avoid oblivion  (1982: 6). 

While  ACT  has  continued  to  cross  the  first  three  objective  hurdles  of  declaration, 

authorization and representation, it is less clear whether it has met the threshold of relevance, 

for  which  Pedersen  refers  readers  to  Sartori  (1976).  According  to  Sartori,  parties  obtain 

relevance if they have “coalition potential” and may plausibly participate in government, or 

“blackmail potential”, applicable to effective opposition-oriented parties (1976: 122).1 It is 

this second criterion that I will first investigate with reference to ACT. 

 ?Blackmail potential

On election day 1996, ACT crossed the threshold of representation, gaining eight MPs. But it 

was New Zealand First, with thirteen per cent support, that had the numbers to be a coalition 

“kingmaker”. Unable to participate in government, ACT set out to make trouble and gain 

relevance via blackmail potential. Not only did ACT criticise Labour, as expected, but it also 

vehemently  opposed  National.  In  1997,  ACT  frequently  voted  against  the  National-led 

government  and viciously attacked its  plans  for  a  $100 million new parliamentary office 

1 Admittedly, I am extrapolating this slightly: as holders of “blackmail potential” Sartori chiefly had in mind 
the Communist parties of France and Italy which in the 1970s refused to enter coalition agreements with any 
other party (Sartori 1976: 123). 
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building, calling it a “palace” (Clifton 1997: 28). Moreover, Hide's exposure of MPs' scandals 

and perks soon left him and ACT loathed by other parties. In its second term, ACT continued 

its adversarial tactics, with one journalist calling Hide “The Leader Of The Opposition” for 

vociferously attacking the Labour-Alliance coalition government over matters including the 

treatment of returned servicemen and misconduct of a high court judge (Roger 2002: 76)

But these adversarial tactics had distinct problems. Playing “dirty politics” might have given 

ACT publicity, but their very nature turned voters against the party, as the data in Chapter 

Three on ACT's negative image showed. Moreover, as Clifton noted in the 1990s (1997: 28) 

and as Hide concedes in retrospect (2007: 165), the vicious opposition did not boost support 

for ACT, with the party treading water at six to seven per cent support from 1996-2002. ACT 

could  gain  some  relevance  through blackmail  potential,  but  it  was  not  seen  as  a  serious 

contender for government. For this, voters went to other parties, such as United Future, New 

Zealand First and the major parties. Furthermore, although voters had found ACT a useful 

Ersatz-opposition while a weakened National was in recovery mode after losing power in 

1999, the arrival of Don Brash in 2003 as National Party leader breathed new life into the 

opposition. At this point ACT's own blackmail potential  – and its relevance – evaporated 

almost overnight.

 ?Coalition potential

Later in its first term, ACT attempted to be co-operative, supported National on motions of 

confidence and supply after the National-New Zealand First coalition broke down in 1998 

(Bain 1998). In its 1999 election campaign material, ACT portrayed itself as a stable partner 

for National, claiming that a “party vote for ACT is the very best way of creating a strong 

centre-right  government”  (ACT 1999:  2).  Yet  ACT's  penchant  for  attacking  its  “friends” 

limited  the  credibility  of  this  co-operative  façade.  During  the  1999  campaign,  National 

repeatedly  criticised  ACT,  with  then  Treasurer  Bill  English  calling  ACT's  policies 

“unrealistic” (Vowles 2000: 145). These hostile relations between National and ACT were in 

stark contrast to Labour's show of unity with its preferred coalition partner, the Alliance. ACT 

may have suddenly wanted to call National its friend, but against a background of animosity 

between the two, the feelings were far from mutual. 

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter Two, ACT had backed itself into a corner by aligning itself 

solely with National, in contrast to other minor parties such as New Zealand First and United 
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(Future),  which had positioned themselves as “kingmakers” for either major party. ACT's 

problem was that after the 1999 election, National's poor performance did not give itself, let 

alone ACT, a chance of participation in government,  thereby destroying ACT's ability to 

claim coalition potential. Furthermore, when a National-led government became plausible in 

2005, ACT received no assistance from the larger party to make it appear a credible coalition 

partner, such as the withdrawal of the National electorate candidate competing against Hide in 

Epsom. Having lost any inkling of relevance, whether of the blackmail or coalition variety, 

even traditional ACT supporters sensed that their vote would be wasted. ACT's share of the 

party vote plummeted accordingly.

  Saliency of issues

Sartori's method of measuring relevance is compelling. But another equally valid way might 

be to ascertain the saliency of the issues ACT was promoting. Both Edwards (2003: 179) and 

Bishop (2006b) suggested that the policies which interested ACT were no longer a priority for 

voters. One way to test whether this was the case is to examine what issues voters felt were 

important  at  each  election.  Suitable  data  for  this  purpose  are  provided  by  the  Victoria 

University/NZPCP survey series:
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Table 3: Issues of personal concern cited by respondents to the NZPCP/Victoria 
University election survey2

1999 2002 2005 

Health (approx. 42%)3 Education (45.5%) Taxation (approx. 29%)
Education (26) Health (38.7) Health (26)
Student loans (18) Crime (34) Education (26)
Unemployment (15) Genetic Engineering (8.7) Family/morals (17)
Taxes (14) Race (7.4) Crime (14)
Superannuation (14) Economy (7.2) Race (9)
Crime (11) Superannuation (5.5) Environment (6)
Economy (4) Taxes (4.5) Energy/transport (5.5)
Treaty of Waitangi (3.5) Unemployment (4) Welfare/superannuation (5)

Source: Levine and Roberts 2000: 
169

Source: Levine and Roberts 2003: 
322

Source: Levine and Roberts 2007: 
372 

These results indicate that issues promoted by ACT were rarely seen as important to voters. In 

both 1999 and 2002, the top two issues of health and education “belonged” to the political 

left. In 1999, the first issue that could be said to “belong” to ACT, taxation, came in only in 

fifth place. Furthermore, when taxation, an “ACT issue”, finally did become salient, in 2005, 

it was National which “owned” it, not ACT. Overall, it appears ACT had its timing wrong: it 

was a party based on economic reform, yet as Levine and Roberts (2003: 324) observed, after 

over a decade of reform the saliency of issues such as “superannuation, taxes, unemployment 

and industrial  relations”  had declined.  Moreover,  neither  were ACT's  substitute  issues  of 

crime, race and other non-economic seen as particularly relevant. In sum, the very issues that 

ACT promoted failed to capture the imagination of voters.

 Organisational decay

Aside from relevance, another way of measuring a downhill trend in the life-cycle of ACT is 

to  examine  its  organisational  structure.  Local,  “grass-roots”  activity  by  members  is  the 

lifeblood of any party, who provide it with an everyday visibility and a base source of votes 

and money. Acknowledging members as its “most valuable assets” (Ashworth 2002: 1), ACT 

initially sought to build a strong organisation, setting up electorate committees in nearly every 

2 No NZPCP data appear to be available for 1996. A similar question was also asked by the NZES, but I 
consider the NZPCP method superior as it asked the question unprompted, rather than asking respondents to 
choose from a predetermined list of issues.

3 Approximate because read from a graph (exact percentages were provided for 2002 only)
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electorate  by  October  1995  (Hine  1995:  29).  Enthusiasm  flourished:  glossy  monthly 

newsletters were filled with reports on local activities; “rallies” attracted up to 1200 people a 

time  (ACT 1995:  1).  Quantitatively,  ACT had  recruited  7,000  members  by  March  1996 

(Scherer 1996b). Party finances were no less strong: in 1995, ACT employed no fewer than 

ten full-time staff and spent the most ($1,653,169.18) of any party on its inaugural election 

campaign (Hine 1995: 44; Electoral Commission 2003).

This early enthusiasm is illustrated by the experience of a Dunedin ACT member.  Willie 

Martin joined ACT in 1997 and recalls an active organisation that held frequent “big house 

meetings”,  “policy days” and monthly meetings in a  hotel  conference room. Martin,  who 

joined ACT while at secondary school, recalls a youthful membership contributing to this 

vitality, with “heaps of young people” participating in the late 1990s. At Otago University, an 

active “Prebble's Rebels” student wing would regularly meet to promote ACT, with the group 

also meeting socially (Personal interview). Similar enthusiasm is also seen in the excitement 

of student supporters in Prebble's 1996 Wellington Central electorate campaign, who felt they 

were part of something “avant garde”, unrivalled by Labour or National (Campaign 1999).

However, local organisation gradually began to decline. According to Middleton, this began 

as early as the 1996 election, as the most ardent volunteers moved to Wellington to work as 

paid parliamentary staff for ACT. Furthermore, remaining volunteers became less dedicated, 

feeling that the paid staff should now shoulder the responsibility for keeping the party going 

(Personal  interview).  This  professionalisation  need  not  have  meant  the  death  of  local 

organisation, but a gradual decline in its extent and intensity appeared to take place. Although 

the party was not keen to publicly release statistics, members at the Scenic South conference 

in 2002 were told that the party had 3,200 members, less than half the number of the mid-

1990s. Since then, this figure has halved again, with Hide revealing that ACT now has only 

“1645 members and supporters” (Hide 2007a:  235).  At a  micro level,  Willie Martin also 

recalls a gradual drop-off in electorate activity, beginning after the 1999 election. The decline 

of  the  party  in  Dunedin  accelerated  after  the  2002  election,  as  “people  weren't  quite  so 

interested”, with the remaining “core committed group” only just enough  “to get everything 

done that we needed to do for the election” (Personal interview). 

Mirroring this decline was the state of party finances.  In 2001, newly-elected party president 

Catherine Judd cut paid staff at ACT's headquarters from five people to a single administrator, 

saying the party had to be “realistic about what we can afford” (Young 2001). Similarly, the 
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publication  of  ACT Now!,  now only  a  quarterly  newsletter,  was  suspended  to  “conserve 

valuable  resources” in  late  2001 (Watson 2002).  More formally,  ACT's declared election 

spending decreased by over forty per cent over the elections from 1996 to 2005, although the 

decline was not uniform.

In 1999, the figure dropped by sixty percent compared with 1996, to $657,889.14. Donations 

recovered to allow spending of $1,625,558.79 in 2002, but slumped again in 2005, when the 

party spent only $966,614.72 (Electoral Commission 2003).4 Furthermore, Judd (2006) cited 

lack of financial and human resources as a reason for ACT's poor 2005 election performance. 

Why did organisation die away? As Miller suggests (2007: 165), it is only natural that the 

enthusiasm evident at ACT's founding would dissipate over time. But another likely reason 

why the organisation ran down was ACT's continual failure to gain coalition potential and get 

into government and enact change relevant to members. ACT's attempts to become a potent 

opposition in the House, in the hope of gaining relevance via blackmail potential, could not 

achieve this. Miller is sage in observing that ACT's drift to tough conservative stances on 

crime and other social policies were probably out of touch with members who had joined to 

promote  economic  reform  (2007:  165).  Moreover,  Middleton  suspects  that  the  socially 

conservative  stances  were  less  appealing  to  younger  members,  who  gradually  tailed  off 

(Personal interview).

Another plausible reason for decay of ACT's organisation is that its “planted” nature was not 

conducive to its durability. The ACT organisation was built for the sole purpose of promoting 

the party. Yet more successful parties have tended to “piggyback” on related, but already 

existing  networks.  Middleton,  now  working  for  an  organics  organisation,  has  come  to 

appreciate the way in which the Green Party harnesses affiliated organisations such as “public 

transport network or the local organic network or whatever” for its cause (Personal interview). 

Major  parties  also  maintain  latent  sources  of  support  in  trade  unions  (Labour)  and  rural 

organisations (National). By contrast, ACT members came together solely to support ACT. 

With no other subsidiary goals to work on, once they grew tired of political activism, they 

inevitably drifted away.

4 These figures exclude allocations for state-funded broadcasting spending which ACT received from 1999 
onwards, as a parliamentary party ($200,000 was received for this purpose in 2005, for example)
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 Internal division

Internal division is another sign of fracture in the life-cycle of a party (Miller 2007: 163). In 

the case of ACT, a rift soon developed between economic “purists” and “pragmatists”, who 

were comfortable  with the party  broadening its  scope into non-economic areas.  The drift 

towards the latter in its first  term soon triggered disharmony: a leaked memo from “core 

supporters  of  ACT” encouraged the  party  to  drop  its  “perkbusting”  tactics  and  return  to 

economics (Laxon 1998). Furthermore, the purist Douglas repeatedly attacked his party for 

“short-term politicking” and revealing scandal, instead of concentrating on ACT's economic 

message (e.g. Johns 2000), while MP Patricia Schnauer cited similar reasoning for leaving 

ACT at the 1999 election (Bryant 2000). The presidential election in 2001 also centred on the 

purist/pragmatist split, with Judd, advocating a return to “core values”, being endorsed by 

Douglas  and  the  opposing  candidate,  John  Ormond  defending  more  populist  techniques 

(Langdon 2001).5 

Within the caucus, damaging division emerged after the 2002 election. From December 2002, 

ACT became embroiled in a drawn-out process to remove MP Donna Awatere-Huata from 

parliament,  after  fraud  allegations  against  her  surfaced.  Finding  that  Awatere-Huata  had 

deceived it, the caucus expelled Awatere-Huata in early 2003 and initiated a process to expel 

her from parliament altogether (De Malmanche 2007: 560) Not only did Awatere-Huata's 

fraud (she was convicted in August 2005) represent a severe breach of trust within the caucus, 

the internal division was accentuated by two years' of media headlines such as “Prebble and 

Huata to face off in courtroom” (Haines 2003a). Moreover, the efforts to cut Awatere-Huata 

adrift took up valuable party time and energy, with Prebble reportedly becoming consumed by 

the case (Hide 2007a: 175-176).

Indeed,  the  Awatere-Huata  case  appeared  to  precipitate  dissatisfaction  with  Prebble's 

leadership, which broke out openly in early 2004. The last straw was Prebble's suggestion that 

ACT merge  with  National  in  the  wake  of  Brash's  “Orewa  speech”,  which  was  labelled 

“disastrous” by MP Deborah Coddington (Espiner 2004). A leadership row ensued, with Hide 

aborting at least one “coup” before Prebble resigned at the end of April 2004 (Armstrong 

2004). But the division did not end there: a leadership “primary” played off Hide against 

Stephen  Franks,  Muriel  Newman  and  Ken  Shirley  to  replace  Prebble.  This  competition 

between  MPs  could  only  emphasise  the  semblance  of  internal  division,  with  journalists 

5 Douglas resigned from his remaining position of ACT party patron after Hide, renowned for scandal, became 
leader in 2004.
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seizing on real or imagined rivalries, illustrated by the headline “Knives come out at last in 

ACT  leadership  fight”  (Haines  2004a).   With  National  now  unified  under  Brash,  ACT 

competing against itself gave voters little reason to take the party seriously. Over time, then, 

ACT became increasingly racked by division amongst its own ranks, with strong personalities 

in the party falling out over issues of trust, leadership and the the party's future direction.  

  ?A way out

Miller suggests that a party experiencing decay may rejuvenate itself if it can find a  “circuit-

breaker” (2007: 164). Not defined elsewhere to any extent, I take a circuit-breaker to be an 

idea or event which generates a sudden upwards spike in support. Two obvious examples of 

circuit-breakers are Brash's Orewa speech in 2004 (after which support almost doubled for 

National in the polls) and United Future leader Peter Dunne “winning” a television debate 

during the 2002 election campaign, largely responsible for his party boosting its support from 

0.5 per cent in 1999 to 6.7 three years later (Mills 2006; Roberts 2003: 276)

In ACT's case, a cursory glance at a time-scale graph of opinion poll and election results (e.g. 

Mills 2006) demonstrates that the party has experienced no such circuit-breaker. One might 

claim the introduction of conservative social policies acted as a “circuit-holder”, retaining the 

party's existing level of support despite its economic agenda losing favour, although as I have 

discussed, this had negative consequences as well.  No doubt exists that ACT would have 

liked a circuit-breaker: Middleton and Martin both agreed that it would have helped the party's 

fortunes, with Martin recalling hoping that a spate of particularly violent crime would have 

been a “tipping point for people to realise that our policies were what the country needed” at 

the 2002 election (Personal interviews). Yet a circuit-breaker never arrived.

 International comparison

In her magisterial work on the European extreme right, Carter (2005: 51) classifies parties 

into one of five categories. According to Carter,  parties in the fifth category, “neo-liberal 

populist parties”, clamour for the free market, yet are characterised by a lack of xenophobic 

calls, unlike parties in the other four categories. ACT would appear to belong to this category: 

as Reid observed (1999: 96), anti-immigration calls have been noticeably absent from ACT's 

policies. The fate of neo-liberal populist parties has not been promising: the various Greek, 

Italian, Scandinavian and Swiss parties in Carter's list either turned to anti-immigration (and 
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were therefore moved by Carter to her “neo-liberal xenophobic” category), or performed very 

poorly: the Swiss  Lega dei Ticinesi, for example, declined from 1.9 to 0.4 per cent support 

(2005: 5). Parties that have become xenophobic have performed much better: support for the 

Norwegian Progress Party had declined to around two per cent in the 1980s, before soaring to 

fifteen per cent and higher in the late 1990s after it shifted its agenda to promote a strict anti-

immigration stance, coupled with a tough position on crime (Abedi 2004: 67; Carter 2005: 

5).6

Internationally, then, neo-liberal populist parties that have not adopted xenophobic attributes 

appear to have a limited lifespan, corresponding with ACT's own experience. However, one 

might  argue  that  anti-immigration  calls  resonate  more  in  Europe.  In  Norway,  where  the 

Progress Party prospered, a traditionally ethnically homogeneous populations experienced a 

sudden influx of migration from the 1960s, including refugees. By contrast, New Zealand, 

part of the New World,  has always been a country of immigration. Nevertheless, Carter's 

typology strongly indicates  that  xenophobic calls  may be  the  sine  qua non of  successful 

parties  of  the  extreme  right.  Moreover,  as  Reid  notes  (1999:  97),  New  Zealand  First's 

profitable appeal to anti-immigration sentiment at the 1996 election proves that a constituency 

exists in New Zealand for this message. The probable reason (suggested by Reid (1999: 97)) 

why ACT did not add anti-immigration to its already conservative mix of stances on issues 

such as crime and welfare is the fact that the idea was unpalatable to Prebble and Hide, both 

married to immigrants. As a circuit-breaker, it was a non-starter. 

    ?The end of the road

Throughout its existence ACT struggled to maintain any relevance to voters. Its tactics as a 

party of opposition gave the party some relevance, but they simultaneously undermined its 

credibility as a serious coalition option. Furthermore, voters were never very interested in the 

economic reform that ACT wanted and showed little enthusiasm for the non-economic issues 

substituted in their place. As ACT became less relevant to its members, a party organisation 

which  had  once  brimmed  with  enthusiasm  became  smaller,  weaker  and  less  effective. 

Moreover, tensions within the ACT over direction, trust and leadership regularly divided the 

party. ACT was pedalling not so much along a life-cycle than on a downwards spiral. Above 

all, the miracle that ACT needed to break out of this decay simply never materialised. 

6 In its most recent election, in 2005, the Progress Party won 22.6 per cent of the vote after again campaigning 
on an anti-immigration platform.
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 Chapter Five

    ?   Dancing to a new tune A new strategy

n  the  previous  three  chapters,  I  examined  three  plausible  theories  for  the  lack  of 

success of ACT New Zealand. Individually, none of the theories provide an adequate 

explanation.  But  collectively,  they  are  compelling.  In  policy,  ACT's  adoption  of 

socially  conservative  policies  undermined the  distinctiveness  of  its  niche  on  the  political 

spectrum, paving the way for supporters to suddenly switch to the the mainstream National 

Party between 2002 and 2005. Moreover, longer-term negative connotations linked to ACT's 

brand placed a ceiling on the numbers of people prepared to even listen to what the party was 

offering,  severely  limiting  its  potential  support  base.  Finally,  ACT  struggled  to  retain 

relevancy in the view of its members, other parties, and above all, the voters. Although the 

party tried to address some of these problems over the years, particularly in branding, these 

efforts had little effect. 

I

However, a near-total decimation at the 2005 election forced change upon ACT. The party 

returned to parliament with just 1.5 per cent of the party vote, surviving only because Rodney 

Hide won the Epsom electorate seat. The party votes ACT received were just enough to also 

return Heather Roy, second on ACT's list. It  was a decisive break with the past: with not 

enough votes to re-elect Ken Shirley and former leader Richard Prebble retiring, ACT's last 

visible links with the Fourth Labour Government were severed. Several other long-serving 

ACT MPs,  including  Muriel  Newman  and  Stephen  Franks,  also  failed  to  be  re-elected. 

Finally,  taking responsibility for  the poor  election performance,  party  president  Catherine 

Judd resigned a few months after the election. But not content with the imposed changes, and 

aware that  ACT was farther away from power than ever,  the party  initiated a  process to 

reinvent itself.1 Central to the changes was a comprehensive attempt to address ACT's image 

problem.

1 In post-election work, ACT researchers recommended that the party start from scratch, according to former 
communications manager Gavin Middleton: “what we've found from parties overseas that have been 
decimated in elections that have come back is that you go back to their roots, they do a mea culpa” (Personal 
interview).
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Rebranding

After the 2005 election, Hide believed that the “ACT brand as it was, was dead” (Afternoons 

2007). If so, an early opportunity for rebirth presented itself in January 2006, when he was 

invited to appear on a televised ballroom dancing competition,  Dancing with the Stars,  in 

which dancing celebrities compete to win votes from viewers. Broadcast from May to July 

2006, Dancing with the Stars went was watched by an average of 800,000 viewers per week. 

Hide's participation  was to become a springboard for an extensive rebranding of ACT, or 

what he calls the party's “style and approach to politics” (Hide 2007b). 

As discussed in Chapter Three, Hide's adversarial nature had a major reason why ACT was 

seen as hard-right and uncaring. Seizing the opportunity Dancing with the Stars had offered 

him to present a new, softer image of himself, on return to parliament Hide claimed that he 

was  shocked  by  the  “sniping,  the  pettiness  and  the  point-scoring”  (Hide  2007a:  207). 

According to Hide, this jarred with his “happy, positive” dancing experience. Consequently, 

Hide says that he decided to thereafter present himself as a  “warm...never attacks people, 

positive, Dancing with the Stars-type guy” and claims not to have said a critical word about 

an MP for over twelve months (Personal interview).2 Subsequent to the television programme, 

Hide has continued activities to impress on voters a more human picture of himself than his 

previous  adversarial  behaviour  in  the  House,  including  ocean  swimming  and  catwalk 

modelling.  In  August  2007,  he  published  an  autobiography  called  My  Year  of  Living 

Dangerously.3 

Inside parliament, Hide says his new image has resulted in ACT giving up being a “party of 

opposition” (Hide 2007b). In an attempt to shift its image as a hard-right party, ACT has 

positioned itself away from National. Accordingly, in 2006 and 2007 Hide has emphasised 

co-operation with other parties, an early outward sign being the appearance of the Maori Party 

co-leader Tariana Turia at ACT's annual conference in March 2006. Later in the year, Hide 

also worked with Green MP Keith Locke to jointly oppose a new rugby stadium in Auckland.4 

2 Hide illustrates this by pointing out that he did not attack Labour minister David Benson-Pope when he 
became the subject of controversy in July 2007, whom he had heavily criticised prior to the 2005 election 
(Close Up 2007).

3 In addition, while never a major part of the image problem, Roy has also focused on extra-parliamentary 
activities since the 2005 election and joined the Territorial Army in 2006, which she claims has given  her 
“skills and experiences that I could have never have got any other way” (Focus on Politics 2007)

4 Locke also spoke to ACT's Auckland South conference in June 2007. This tactic had been suggested by Judd 
in her last report to ACT's board, who recommended that ACT should “stop talking about centre-right 
relations and talk instead about an inter-party strategy” (Judd 2006).  
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But perhaps the most striking example of ACT trying to portray itself as a “truly independent 

MMP Party” (according to new party president Garry Mallett (2007)) has been its attempts to 

co-operate  with  left-wing  Labour.  In  July  2007,  ACT held  talks  with  Labour  about  the 

possibility of supporting Labour to pass the Therapeutic Products and Medicines Bill, the aim 

of which was to increase regulation of natural medicines (Young 2007). Furthermore, Hide 

has raised the prospect of supporting a Labour government after the next election, saying that 

“we've got as many differences with National as we have with Labour” (Agenda 2006). Gavin 

Middleton, ACT communications manager until April 2007, says the associations with other 

parties are invaluable to ACT's attempts to rebrand itself away from being a hard-right party 

of the rich, as they tell voters that “we are not where we were before, that we don't have 

[financial publisher] Steve Forbes come and speak at our conference any more, that we have 

Tariana instead” (Personal interview).

Policy

The  desire  to  rebrand  ACT  as  a  less  adversarial  and  more  independent  party  has  been 

accompanied by corresponding changes to ACT's policy programme. Although ACT is yet to 

unveil its 2008 election manifesto, signs of significant change can already be seen in a new set 

of principles which appeared on the party website in April 2007:

ACT stands for free enterprise and high performance government to develop a fair and prosperous 

society.

ACT stands for Government that is accountable and transparent.

ACT stands for Smart Green environmental policies.

ACT is dedicated to ensuring we all know how Government spends our taxes (http://www.act.org.nz)5

At first glance, these ideas might not seem startling: words like “free enterprise” and “taxes” 

are hardly unfamiliar words for a party which was founded as a vehicle for further economic 

reform. Perhaps more interesting is what is not included: no mention is made of conservative 

social policies in areas in crime, social welfare and Maori issues. While these are only broad 

ideas and not a full election manifesto, it is clear that hard-line socially conservative stances 

do not suit the positive image Hide is seeking to portray. Hide says that he wants “to paint a 

5 The principles are also to be found in a printed booklet on ACT, under the heading “What We Stand For” 
(ACT 2007a: 2)
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picture that's more positive for the country than grumpy...“One Law for All” and such things 

are quite a grumpy side of New Zealand politics” (Personal interview).6 

However,  rather  than  reverting  to  a  socially  liberal  party,  ACT appears  to  be  more  de-

emphasising its socially conservative stances. Buried deeper in publicity material published in 

2007, one finds support from ACT for “law and order policies that protect our citizens and 

deal forcibly with thugs and bullies” (ACT 2007a: 5).7 Hide may not be completely reversing 

ACT's socially conservative position,  but  he is  certainly de-emphasising it  in favour of a 

renewed economic focus.8 

Furthermore, the economic policies which remain show signs of change in themselves. Up 

until 2005, ACT had focused on lowering taxes and increasing the role of the private sector. 

However,  the  principles  above illustrate  a  new focus  on accountability  and transparency. 

Under  the  umbrella  of  “High  Performance  Government”,  ACT  has  launched  a  policy 

requiring  government  departments  to  specify  in  “Service  Level  Contracts”  exactly  what 

services  they  will  provide  for  users.  Another  component  of  this  is  the  Regulatory 

Responsibility Bill, already introduced as a private member's bill, that would require laws to 

be continually tested against criteria to ensure their effectiveness. 

While Hide claims that ACT is not changing “our philosophy or our principles” (Hide 2007b), 

the focus on accountability and transparency may represent some moderation. In 2005, ACT's 

core principles promised a “tax cut for every worker”; yet, in the 2007 version, the party 

merely  requests  “we  all  know  how  Government  spends  our  taxes”.  Indeed,  rather  than 

promoting outright tax cuts, a new component of ACT's policy platform is a “Taxpayer Rights 

Bill”, which would apply a “cap” on the tax taken per capita (ACT 2007a: 11).9 This idea of 

6 The removal of hard-line conservative social policies was facilitated by the failure of MPs Stephen Franks 
and Muriel Newman, who had advocated tough stances on crime and social welfare, to be re-elected in 2005. 
Hide says they “weren't the liberal end of the caucus, they were the conservative MPs, you know, lock 'em 
up, throw away the key, families have got to work, you'll do this, you'll do that, sort of approach to New 
Zealand, whereas Heather and I and Ken Shirley and Richard Prebble were the liberal end” (Personal 
interview).

7 Similarly, Hide says that the “One Law for All” policy is still represented by a “requirement that persons be 
treated equally” in his Regulatory Responsibility Bill (Personal interview).

8 Of course, by doing so, ACT has come full circle: economic polices had been the party's original focus, 
before their unpopularity led to them being de-emphasised in favour of conservative stances on social 
policies.

9 However, it should be noted that policy development is still at an early stage: on querying the Taxpayer 
Rights Bill with party strategist Brian Nicolle, he warned me that ACT was yet to campaign on it (Personal 
communication 20 August 2007). One potential 2008 proposal under consideration by Hide is a health 
transparency policy, which he says may become one of two “bottom lines”, along with the Taxpayer Rights 
Bill (Personal interview). Although Hide calls health transparency a “social policy”, it appears to be more a 
practical application of “High Performance Government”. The desire for bottom lines corresponds with a 
recommendation by Judd in her last report to the ACT board that the party “focus on one or two arguments 
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capping  is  clearly  different  from  the  previous  core  message  of  reducing  taxes.  Another 

indication of a centrist shift is the inclusion of the “Smart Green” environmental policy, which 

recognises climate change as a “justifiable concern” (ACT 2007a: 10). The significance of the 

policy is its sheer existence. Previously, ACT has never championed environmental issues; 

indeed, in 2002, its policy actively discouraged efforts to counter global warming. Now, not 

only does ACT see environmental issues as a priority, the Smart Green policy is one of its 

core principles.

-Life cycle

Although significant in themselves, the changes to branding and policy have had a broader 

underlying motivation. Hide says the reason why ACT is keen to portray itself as friendlier 

and  co-operative  to  other  parties,  rather  than  “bashing  them up”,  is  to  “get  ACT into  a 

position where we have options, choice” (Personal interview). By giving up being a vicious 

party of opposition and co-operating with other parties, Hide is hoping that ACT will gain 

relevance via coalition potential, rather than the blackmail potential the party had primarily 

sought prior to the 2005 election with diminishing success.10  

The new-found desire to gain coalition potential explains why ACT has made changes to its 

policy  programme.  First,  for  ACT  to  lose  its  image  as  a  hard-right  party,  the  socially 

conservative  stances  chiefly  responsible  for  this  had  to  be  removed  (or  de-emphasised). 

Second, to make ACT appear a realistic coalition option for other parties, ACT has had to 

soften its economic position. As seen in his autobiography, Hide's personal preference is still 

a twenty per cent flat tax (Hide 2007a: 234). However, he is prepared to settle for less if it 

means ACT is seen as a credible coalition option by both mainstream parties:

Very, very hard for  Helen Clark to consider  a flat  tax of  20 cents given her  statements  and her 

position.  Not so hard for  her  to consider  a  Taxpayer Rights Bill.  So it  would give me a greater 

leverage on both the major parties to have something that both wouldn't rule out, whereas I might be 

in the election campaign, and then she just rules out 20 cents (Personal interview).

This also explains why ACT is now tending to focus on the valence issues of accountability 

that are realistically winnable”, rather than campaign on a full policy manifesto (Judd 2006). 
10 Hide says his personality changes have also been necessary to portray himself as a good local MP for Epsom 

voters, who according to Hide do not want a “shitkicker...a negative campaigner” (Littlewood 2007: 45). 
Further, Hide has justified his political decisions based on the views of his constituents. For example, he 
supported ACT's opposition to the so-called “Anti-Smacking Bill” (which aimed to remove the defence of 
“reasonable force” for the physical discipline of children) with results from a party-administered survey of 
Epsom voters (Focus on Politics 2007).
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and  transparency,  rather  than  previous  more  polarizing  stances  of  outright  tax  cuts  and 

privatisation. In addition, by recognising climate change in a prominent environmental policy, 

ACT  has  entered  the  mainstream.  In  particular,  this  stance  raises  the  prospect  of  ACT 

participating in a government including the Greens,  with whom Hide has been especially 

friendly since the 2005 election.11

Aside  from  attempting  to  gain  coalition  potential,  Hide  has  also  tried  to  halt  ACT's 

organisational  decay  and  rejuvenate  membership  activity,  using  the  launch  of  his 

autobiography in August 2007 to launch a campaign to recruit  “5,000 new supporters for 

accountable government and a prosperous New Zealand” (Hide 2007a: 235).  He connects 

increasing  party  membership  with  increasing  ACT's  relevance.  A  successful  membership 

drive  will  allow him “to  go  to  our  national  conference  in  March  2008  and say  there  is 

sufficient support  for ACT to contest  the coming election” (Hide 2007a: 235).  Bolstering 

ACT's membership and finances have also been key targets of  new party president Garry 

Mallett,  who  cited  these  as  two  of  ACT's  “critical  goals”  in  a  letter  to  members  which 

encouraged them both to donate to the party and to recruit new supporters (Mallett 2006). 

  Likelihood of success

Will it be successful? Well time will tell. It won't fail because I haven't put enough effort in. It could 

fail because it's the wrong strategy and I'm the wrong person, but time will tell....I've learnt that there's 

nothing sillier in life than to sort of try one thing for a day and then get desperate and change it 

(Personal interview with Rodney Hide)

To date, the new strategy appears to have had little impact on voters, with ACT still recording 

support for the party at two per cent or less. But it is clear that Hide has the 2008 election as 

his target, which will be the first real test for the changes. To this end, ACT's rebranding 

attempts show some promise. Dancing with the Stars began a process to make Hide and ACT 

more likeable and non-threatening and above all  reverse the “untouchable” status that the 

party had previously held for many voters. At a personal level, Hide has been moderately 

successful in this. Many, but by no means all, of my focus group participants took a positive 

viewpoint, admiring Hide for having the “courage” (FG1) to take up his dancing and exercise 

11 Moreover, Hide is keen to show that ACT's policies matter even before the 2008 election, placing 
considerable emphasis on the Regulatory Responsibility Bill, which he introduced to Parliament in late 2006 
as a private member's bill. According to Hide, the purpose of the bill, which at time of writing had passed its 
first reading and had been sent to a select committee for review, is to garner ACT some “runs on the board” 
and send a message to voters that ACT, previously interested in short-term scandal, is capable of impacting 
on the legislative process (Personal interview).
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exploits,  which made him “a bit  more human than you might  have thought” (FG2).  The 

media,  too,  have  warmed  to  Hide's  new  image,  variously  describing  it  as  a  “rebirth”, 

“epiphany”  and  “transformation”  (Afternoons 2007).  Hide's  extra-parliamentary  activities 

have generated plenty of “soft” news stories: one television report called Hide “Mr. Nice” 

(Close  Up  2007),  while  women's  magazines  have  devoured  his  “transformation  from 

overweight mudslinging MP to a slimmed-down optimistic, fitness devotee” (Powley 2007). 

More troubling for ACT is the fact that while voters' attitudes to Hide personally may have 

mellowed, their views of ACT have remained largely static. While respecting Hide's tenacity, 

participants in my focus groups still linked ACT with the legacy of negative connotations 

built up until 2005. The image of ACT as an uncaring, far right opposition party of the rich 

remains largely in place. One reason for this may be that Hide has become disconnected from 

his party: in stories about his personal changes, ACT often receives little mention at all. An 

on-screen caption in a television report, for example, designated Hide as a “Nice Guy”, rather 

than as ACT leader (Close Up  2007). If Hide can more closely associate his new personal 

image with the party  during election year,  this  may help to  erase the legacy of  negative 

connotations that voters associate with ACT. However, the ACT brand may be irreparably 

damaged. The “harsh feel” of “ACT” has led Hide to seriously contemplate a party name 

change (Personal interview). However, even if members could agree to change ACT's name, 

the time, effort and expense required to generate voter awareness of a new name would be 

substantial and perhaps beyond the party's current capabilities. Even if implemented, there 

would be no guarantee that voters would warm to a new label. 

In policy, much will depend on whether ACT can carve out an original niche. While Hide's 

claim that ACT is the “only party supporting free enterprise” is hyperbole (Hide 2007b), the 

new focus on accountability and transparency makes ACT stand out from other parties in a 

way it did not prior to the 2005 election. The Regulatory Responsibility Bill, Service Level 

Contracts and Taxpayer Rights Bill have not been matched by any other party in parliament. 

Moreover, by de-emphasising the conservative policies on social issues, Hide has removed 

the possibility of its vote being cannibalised in the way it was in 2005 by other right-wing 

parties such as National. Yet while distinctive, it questionable whether these policies are what 

voters  want.  After  all,  the  very  reason  Prebble  turned  to  promoting  conservative  social 

policies was that ACT's original economic policies proved unsaleable; Hide's new issues of 

accountability and transparency have not been seen by voters as matters of high personal 

concern.  Moreover,  the  complicated  nature  of  these  policies  (a  point  conceded  by  Hide 
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himself (Personal interview)) does not lend them to television “soundbites”, compared with 

the the previous catchy slogans for conservative social policies such as “One Law for All”. At 

least in their current form, it seems unlikely that High Performance Government will become 

ACT's much needed circuit-breaker.

Furthermore,  although  the  removal  of  conservative  non-economic  policies  is  a  sensible 

strategic move in the long-term, in the short-term it may hinder rather than help ACT. Since 

John Key became National leader in November 2006, he has shifted the party to the centre. 

This  has  included  ruling  out  the  immediate  abolition  of  the  Maori  seats  and  promoting 

consensus with Labour in foreign policy. In other words, space has opened up for ACT on the 

political right. Yet as we have seen, Hide has shifted ACT's own hard-line position. By doing 

so, it is possible he is preventing ACT regaining five per cent of the vote or so that it lost 

when Brash became National leader.12 

The most  difficult  component  of  the changes to  assess  is  whether  Hide  will  successfully 

combat the life-cycle effect. No doubt exists that Hide wants ACT to be viewed as a serious 

“player” with genuine coalition potential; other parties have even accepted this, exemplified 

by the readiness of parties such as Labour and the Greens to co-operate with Hide. But it will 

be  much  harder  to  convince  voters  that  ACT  is  a  genuine  “kingmaker”.  Indeed,  ACT's 

positioning to the right of National has been so ingrained that media commentary to proposed 

ACT-Labour co-operation in July 2007 bordered on incredulity, with “Rodney Hide loses his 

grip” (Clifton 2007) and “something that smacks strongly of self-destruction” (New Zealand 

Herald  10 July 2007) being typical interpretations of the discussions.  Unless this  attitude 

changes dramatically,  it  is  unlikely that  voters  will  view ACT as  holding the balance of 

power. 

Moreover, ACT's attempts to halt internal decay have been punctuated by signs of internal 

division over Hide's new strategy, particularly from former MPs. Deborah Coddington (2007), 

for example, criticised Hide for being “rapt in his own dancing, flash suits, swimming and 

catwalk modelling”, instead of promoting policies such as “radical personal tax cuts”. Similar 

dissatisfaction has come from Muriel Newman and Stephen Franks, whose disgruntlement 

about the de-emphasis of hard-line stances on social conservative issues has reportedly led 

12 The rebranding attempts already instigated by Hide to make ACT more likeable probably mean that the 
opportunity for ACT to reclaim the far right has now closed. Moreover, Hide claims that the changes to his 
personality arising from Dancing with the Stars have been so profound that they prevent him personally from 
going  “back to the old style of doing things, even if I thought it was a winner” (Personal interview).

http://douglastodancing.blogspot.com 49



them to consider standing for the National Party at the 2008 election (Bishop 2007). Other 

signs  of  division  are  seen  in  continuing  criticism  from  Douglas  (Trevett  2007)  and  the 

resignation of party board member Andrew Fulford (Houlahan 2006).13 While Hide (Personal 

interview) and Nicolle (Personal communication 20 August 2007) believe a break with the 

past is a necessary price to pay for the new strategy, the danger for ACT is that has minimal 

support as it stands. 

In addition, party organisation has only decayed further since the 2005 election, with Hide 

telling  members  at  ACT's  March  2007 conference  that  the party  was  like  an  “emaciated 

Ethiopia”, later revealing the party had only 1645 members (Hide 2007a: 235).14 In Dunedin, 

Willie Martin says that activity has declined significantly, with a once highly active local 

organisation becoming little more than “an e-mail round”; for Martin himself, ACT has taken 

a  “back  seat”  (Personal  interview).  If  long-serving  members  are  indifferent  to  the  new 

strategy, it seems questionable whether ACT will be able to suddenly recruit 5,000 completely 

new members as Hide is aiming to do.

Clearly, the new strategy has at  least  as  many pitfalls as strengths.  But as a party which 

recorded just 1.5 per cent of the party vote at the last election, ACT New Zealand has little to 

lose. Moreover, it is difficult to find fault with the party for attempting to address in a serious 

way the  very problems I  found to  be  causes  of  its  past  lack  of  success.  Since  the  2005 

election, Hide has made comprehensive attempts to change ACT's policies, brand and to make 

the party  matter  to  voters.  Ultimately,  only ACT's  performance in  the 2008 election will 

determine whether these attempts succeed in bringing the party out of the doldrums or will 

only  mire  it  in  further  difficulty.  Rodney  Hide's  ACT New  Zealand  is,  after  all,  living 

dangerously.

13 Some rank and file “supporters” have also expressed their dissatisfaction on Hide's weblog, with one saying 
that Hide needed to stop the “publicity crap” and “get back into the perkbusting” (Rodney's blog 2007). 

14 The 2007 annual conference, which I attended, was in itself a sign of further decay. To save costs, it was 
combined with the Southern Regional Conference and held over a single day in a suburban Christchurch 
hotel. Attendance was also modest, with only about seventy delegates, a far cry from the hundreds ACT 
attracted in its early years.
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 :          Appendix I Comparison of the policies of ACT New Zealand for each 
     1996election since entering Parliament in

All items are direct quotations from ACT's policy materials unless italicised or stated otherwise. The structure of the table follows the format  
introduced by Reid (1999: 22-36).

Table 4: ACT Policy Comparison 1996-2005

Policy Area 1996 1999 2002 2005

Philosophy, 
Values and 
Vision

...Our vision was for a party based on 
values, not politics; to put real people 
into Parliament – not politicians into 
office.

What defines ACT from all other 
political parties is simple:

– ACT believes that New 
Zealanders can make better 
choices for themselves and their 
families than any politician can

– ACT believes that the key to 
national success is hard work, 
thrift and individual 
responsibility.

– ACT's policies are designed to 
reward those values, not punish 
people as current policies do.

Our Principles:

– That individuals are the rightful 
owners of their own lives and 
therefore have inherent freedoms 
and responsibilities

– That the proper purpose of 
government is to protect such 
freedoms and not to assume such 
responsibilities.              

                                            
Our Policy Objectives: 

– A prosperous, well-educated, 
healthy, and open society in 
which individuals are free to 
achieve their full potential

– A growing, dynamic, and open 
economy, in which individual 

A vision for New Zealand

We believe people flourish and prosper 
when they have control over their own 
lives, and that individuals -
not governments - know best how to 
lead their lives and spend their own 
money.

ACT recognises that governments have 
core responsibilities to their citizens, 
These include assisting
those in genuine need, creating an 
economic environment that promotes 
enterprise and innovation,
always ensuring people can live in a 
safe and free social environment.

These are responsibilities that 

ACT offers:

A Tax Cut For Every Worker:

We'll help Kiwis prosper by letting 
them keep more of what they earn.

A Plan For Change

ACT's plan for positive change 
would give people back control and 
choice over their healthcare and 
education.

The Party With Backbone

ACT holds other parties to account 
and can be trusted to deliver on what 
it says.
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ACT's Vision

ACT's vision is of a New Zealand that 
is prosperous, well-educated, secure 
and economically and socially healthy.

Our policies will ensure:

– the lowest tax rates in the Western 
world;

– all New Zealanders saving and 
accumulating wealthy to ensure 
their security in retirement;

– every child funded for education 
at a school chosen by their 
parents;

– every New Zealander having 
access to quality health care;

– a social welfare system that builds 
independence, not state 
dependency (ACT 1996a: 2-3). 

choice is paramount
– Social policy that promotes and 

rewards hard work, enterprise, 
thrift, and personal responsibility

– A standard of living, and quality 
of life, that is the envy of the 
world (ACT 1999a)

successive governments have failed to 
provide. For example, today:

– Four fulltime workers support each 
fulltime benefit.

– Over 78% of all released prisoners 
are reconvicted within 3 years.

– New Zealand has one of the 
highest rates of violent crime in 
the English-speaking world.

– There are 110,000 sole parents on 
the DPB, 16,000 women say they 
cannot or will not name the father 
of their child.

– Overall, the government takes 40% 
of everything this nation produces. 
This is more than most other 
countries in the OECD.

New Zealand can and should do better, 
and New Zealander’s [sic] deserve 
better from government. People should 
be safe in their homes, they should 
have better education and health 
services, there should be a
more compassionate welfare system for 
those needing assistance, and everyone 
should have a better
standard of living.

ACT says we need to rebuild strong 
defence alliances, and ACT says people 
must be protected from
criminals. It’s time to get tough on 
serious crime. ACT will make sure that 
punishment fits the crime and

ACT stands for individual freedom 
and choice, personal responsibility 
and the protection of the life, liberty 
and property of each and every 
citizen.

ACT is dedicated to enabling New 
Zealanders to have more 
opportunities and choices in their 
own lives. We promote political and 
economic freedom, strong families 
and communities, smaller 
government, and greater 
empowerment of individuals (ACT 
2005a).
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that there is truth in sentencing. Justice 
must mean justice. Successive 
governments have failed to provide the 
security people de serve. Not only will 
ACT get tough on crime but it will 
tackle the causes of crime. ACT 
believes strongly in taking greater care 
of the truly vulnerable in our society – 
children, the frail elderly, the sick, the 
mentally ill and the disabled – all those 
who cannot take care of themselves.

Despite good intentions, more than 50 
years of open-ended welfare by 
successive government have failed
to reduce dependency – but have 
entrenched it. ACT believes in welfare 
that is a hand up, not a hand out.

Healthcare and education need to be 
improved but New Zealanders will not 
have better healthcare and
education without a stronger economy. 
ACT's tax policies will deliver at least 
4% annual growth by
implementing a five-year staged 
programme of tax reductions and 
reducing business compliance costs.

ACTs policies are based on values, 
core kiwi value, on the belief that New 
Zealanders can make better
decisions on how to invest, save and 
spend their money than any 
government. The government’s true
role is to provide for the security of the 
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nation with adequate defence and 
security of the individual through
the rule of law and the protection of 
liberty and property.

ACT believes that it is the values of the 
nation, not its politics that is the key 
(ACT 2002a: 4).

Economy New Zealand's present and future 
prosperity rests on four economic 
platforms.

i. Price stability through the Reserve 
Bank Act

The evidence is overwhelming that 
low inflation is necessary for strong 
sustainable growth. It is imperative 
that the Reserve Bank's inflation 
targets be maintained for the continued 
good health of the New Zealand 
economy.

ii. Fiscal responsibility

Since 1984, important measures such 
as the Public Finance Act, the Fiscal 
Responsibility Act and the tax reforms 
have all contributed to putting 
government accounts into good shape. 
Voters can now see what politicians 
are doing with their money....

iii. An open and competitive 

– Reduce unemployment and help 
businesses to expand by 
removing red tape and 
employment law restrictions that 
prevent employers from taking 
on new staff. At the same time, 
ACT will retain safeguards 
against dishonest and 
unscrupulous employers.

– Continue making New Zealand 
an outward-looking economy 
which participates in free trade 
agreements wherever they can 
be found. Our future is as a 
trading nation. 

– Help our farmers to become 
more internationally competitive 
by liberalising the regulations 
governing our producer boards. 

– End badly-directed handouts to 
business. Rather than being 
spent on corporate welfare, 
taxpayers' money should go into 
high priority social spending, or 
else be returned to businesses 
themselves in the form of tax 

– Immediately boost working New 
Zealander’s [sic] incomes through 
a general tax reduction. This will 
lift the gap between welfare and 
work.

– Tighten up on welfare, by 
requiring all working age 
beneficiaries who can work, to 
work or train for 40 hours a week. 
We can’t achieve 4% plus growth 
with 400,000 working age adults 
on benefits.

– Progressively reduce government 
spending to below 30 percent of 
gross domestic product.

– Implement a five-year programme 
to reduce income tax rates, 
company and personal, to a flat tax 
rate of 18 percent

– Conduct a zero-base review of the 
regulations that are causing the 
greatest problems with a view to 
greatly increasing the role of the 
common law in regulating 
interactions between individuals.

– Tighten processes for vetting 

– Immediately boost working New 
Zealanders' incomes through a 
general tax reduction.

– Implement a five year staged 
programme of tax reductions to 
an overall 18% tax rate so that 
New Zealanders can keep more 
of their hard earned money, and 
New Zealand can encourage 
more businesses and people to 
invest here.

– Through these tax reductions, 
provide the stimulation for more 
than 30,000 new jobs each year, 
while generating the revenue to 
maintain expenditure on Health 
and Education at current levels.

– Tighten up on welfare. We can't 
sustain 4% growth with 370,000 
working age adults on benefits.

– Reduce waste in government, 
replace the red tape and stifling 
employment law restrictions, 
and stop government 
departments from imposing 
taxes in the guise of user 
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economy

The significant steps we have taken 
towards a free regime and openness to 
international capital flows have only 
brought us into line with other OECD 
countries.

The New Zealand privatisation 
programme has lost momentum at a 
time when other nations are pushing 
ahead with theirs.

iv. The liberalisation of New 
Zealand's labour markets

The Employment Contracts Act has 
been an outstanding success and has 
gained support since its introduction. 
A majority of New Zealanders now 
recognise the benefit of allowing 
workers and management to match 
their needs in an open market (ACT 
1996b: 1-2).

cuts. 
– Reform ACC so as to lower the 

costs on the community. 
– Assist business by increasing the 

efficiency of our roading 
network and reducing congestion 
on our roads. 

– Privatise the remaining state-
owned businesses, so that the 
government can concentrate on 
what it does best. 

– Reduce rates and local 
government bureaucracy by 
merging the functions of 
regional and district councils. 

– Ensure local councils cannot use 
the Resource Management Act 
to impose crazy rules and heavy-
handed regulations on the 
community - as they frequently 
do now. 

– Review the forest of other 
regulations that have grown up 
in recent times, too many of 
which serve bureaucrats but not 
the community. 

– Deliver stable prices so that 
ordinary New Zealanders do not 
see their savings eroded by 
inflation, and so that businesses 
can plan with certainty (ACT 
1999b).

future regulations, along the lines 
of a Regulatory Responsibility 
Act.

– Consider the need for the state to 
own businesses, thereby, enabling 
the resources tied up in these to be 
given back as tax cuts, or better 
resourcing of key areas such as 
police and education.

– Put in place a process for 
eliminating the red tape and 
employment restrictions that are 
killing jobs and undermining 
freedom and the rule of law.

– Reinvigorate property rights in 
land by boosting access to 
compensation.

– Refocus local government on core 
public good activities.

– Complete the move to free trade. 
Our future is as a trading nation 
(ACT 2002a: 14-15).

charges.
– Conduct a zero-based review of 

regulations, a Regulatory 
Responsibility Act - rewrite 
Employment Relations Act, 
ACC, Resource Management 
Act and OSH - to make business 
friendly (ACT 2005b).

Taxation – A flat tax of 19.5 cents in the 

dollar for individuals and 

– To make New Zealand the most 
pro-business, pro-jobs country in 
the developed world.

– Move to a two-tier tax system 
initially, ensuring that those on 
low incomes are not made worse 

– Immediately reduce the tax rate 
on those earning up to $38,000 a 
year to 15% and to 25% for 
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companies. The personal income 

tax rate will effectively be 12.5 

cents plus a superannuation and 

health in retirement contribution 

of seven cents.

– Income will be taxed at the one 

rate or not at all.

– All New Zealanders would pay 

the same tax rate.

– Individual New Zealanders will 

have a tax-free threshold of 

$3000.

– Family Support will be abolished 

for working families with tax-free 

thresholds of up to $21,505 for 

one child, up to $24,731 for two 

children and up to $27,957 for 

three children. The tax-free 

threshold will increase by $3226 

for each additional child.

– These amounts of tax-free income 

will also establish a Guaranteed 

Minimum Family Income for low-

income working families, 

– To initiate a five year 
programme of tax cuts. 

– A top rate of company and 
personal income tax of no more 
than 20%...

– Move to a flatter tax rate 
structure.

– Undertake a thorough review of 
the IRD to ensure it operates 
more effectively and is fair to 
taxpayers. 

– Review the entire tax system 
with the aim of making it 
simpler and easier to comply 
with (ACT 1999c).

off. ACT will cut taxes for every 
full time worker.

– Initiate a five-year programme of 
tax cuts. ACT favours a staged 
programme of tax cuts towards a 
goal of 18%, leaving more money 
in people’s pockets. First stage is 
to move to a flatter tax rate 
structure, in line with the 
Government’s McLeod Review 
Team’s recommendations, with a 
top rate of 28%, a bottom rate of 
18% and company tax of 28%. 
There will be a limit on total tax to 
be paid of $1 million per 
individual. This will attract 
investment and entrepreneurs to 
New Zealand.

– Implement the key 
recommendations of the McLeod 
report.

– Review the international tax 
regime in order to reduce the cost 
of capital to New Zealand 
borrowers and to encourage New 
Zealanders to participate in the 
global economy.

– Cap the total amount of income tax 
any individual must pay at $1 
million a year in order to 
encourage high-net-worth 
immigration and successful New 
Zealanders to stay in New Zealand 
or return.

– Eliminate less efficient taxes as the 
fiscal position permits. These 

those earning over $38,000.
– Reduce the company tax rate to 

25%.
– Reverse Labour’s 5 cents a litre 

petrol tax.
– Introduce a Taxpayers Bill of 

Rights to stop new taxes and 
unjustified spending.

– Undertake a thorough review of 
the IRD to ensure it’s fair to all 
taxpayers (ACT 2005c).
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ensuring that they are always 

better off in employment than in 

dependency on the state (ACT 

1996a: 8).

include selective excise taxes, and 
the payroll tax to fund the ACC 
tail. Some user charges are likely 
to fall into this category.

– Undertake a thorough review of 
the IRD to ensure it operates more 
effectively and is fair to taxpayers 
(ACT 2002a: 47-48).

Trade – ACT policy will reduce 
government intervention in 
markets and in government 
direction of business activity to a 
level necessary to promote 
competition, prevent exercise of 
monopoly powers and protect 
consumers (ACT 1996a: 5).

– We must complete the move to 
free trade because our future is 
as a trading nation (ACT 1999d).

– New Zealand should always 
advocate free trade and open 
financial markets internationally, 
and practice what it preaches....

– Ensure that foreign policy puts 
more weight on improving 
relationships with our traditional 
allies and our most important 
trading partners in the Asia-Pacific 
region...

– Achieve free trade for New 
Zealand, seek to negotiate a free 
trade agreement with the United 
States, and support the WTO's 
endeavours in respect of free trade 
(ACT 2002a: 28).

– New Zealand should always 
advocate free trade and open 
financial markets internationally, 
and practice what it preaches. ...

– Ensure that foreign policy puts 
more weight on improving 
relationships with our traditional 
allies and our most important 
trading partners in the Asia-
Pacific region...

– Achieve free trade for New 
Zealand, seek to negotiate a free 
trade agreement with the United 
States, and support the WTO's 
endeavours in respect of free 
trade (ACT 2005d)

Employment – The Employment Contracts Act 
has been an outstanding success 
and has gained support since its 
introduction. A majority of New 
Zealanders now recognise the 
benefit of allowing workers and 
management to match their needs 
in an open market. (ACT 1996b: 
2).

– Encourage employment through 
the introduction of a six-month 
probationary period to enable 
employers to take on new staff 
without the threat of punitive 
and expensive litigation.

– Change the outdated Holidays 
Act to remove the current 
ambiguities and make it work for 
both employers and employees.

– Tackle the problems with the 

– Foster prosperity generally by 
reducing taxes, crippling 
regulations and welfare 
dependency.

– Repeal the Employment Relations 
Act 2001.

– Abolish all specialist employment 
authorities, tribunals and courts.

– Restore the common law freedom 
of contract between employers and 

No specific employment policy:  
relevant details from Economy policy 
follow:

– To achieve higher incomes, 
reduce the 370,000 adults living 
on Welfare, and to create more 
jobs, New Zealand must sustain 
growth of at least 4 percent per 
annum...

– Businesses and working people 
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Employment Court, OSH and 
the Privacy Act.

– Reduce the tax and compliance 
cost burden on businesses.

– Reform the RMA.
– Retain and strengthen the 

Employment Contracts Act 
(ACT 1999e).

employees.
– Restore common law freedoms of 

association and of speech in hiring 
labour and in communicating with 
staff.

– Review other regulations affecting 
employment with a view to 
replacing regulation by common 
law remedies.

– Impose a real work test, and a 40-
hour work or training week on 
eligibility for the unemployment 
benefit and those on the DPB with 
children aged six or over  (ACT 
2002a: 22).

are the basis of our wealth and 
services, and both must be able 
to grow and prosper, in an 
international economy.

– Wage and salary growth comes 
from economic growth. 
Prosperity comes from an open 
economy, low spending and 
taxes, minimum regulation, and 
honest and stable government. 

– Ordinary Working New 
Zealanders deserve a pay-rise, 
through a cut in their income tax 
bill. Working New Zealanders 
should not end up worse-off 
financially than people on 
benefits....

– Conduct a zero-based review of 
regulations, a Regulatory 
Responsibility Act - rewrite 
Employment Relations Act, 
ACC, Resource Management 
Act and OSH - to make business 
friendly (ACT 2005b).

State Owned 
Enterprises

– ACT has allowed in its budget for 
the sale of businesses owned by 
the government.

– This is not a policy of expedience. 
The government is hopeless at 
running and managing businesses.

– ACT believes the business that 
can be run by the private sector 
should be.

– The gains from privatising state 
owned businesses are now so 

– Privatise the remaining state-
owned businesses, so that the 
government can concentrate on 
what it does best (ACT 1999b).

No specific mention of a State Owned 
Enterprises policy could be found.

No specific mention of a State  
Owned Enterprises policy could be 
found.
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apparent that even the Alliance 
has gone back on its pledge to re-
nationalise Telecom.

– The sale of state assets is part of 
an integrated economic package 
to provide an immediate upgrade 
in every New Zealander's standard 
of living and future prospects for 
economic growth (ACT 1996b: 
6).

Defence – In its relations with other 
countries and in international fora, 
New Zealand should work to 
defend and secure clearly 
identified political and economic 
strategic interests.

– In doing so, New Zealand should 
help to promote the development 
of open, progressive and 
benevolent societies in which 
individuals are free to achieve 
their full potential.

– In managing New Zealand's 
international relationships and 
defending its borders the 
government should always work 
in ways that are consistent with its 
internal policies. It should 
distance itself from bilateral or 
multilateral arrangements that are 
inconsistent with the domestic 
policies in place in New Zealand.

– We need a capacity to defend 
New Zealand or support other 
like-minded societies in the case 

No specific mention of a defence 
policy could be found

– Ensure the proper funding of our 
defence forces over the long term, 
avoiding block obsolescence and 
focusing on integration within the 
forces and with our allies.

– Continue to upgrade the army but 
with a greater emphasis on 
providing for the needs of defence 
not peacekeeping and, if possible, 
a re-negotiated contract with a 
lesser number of LAV III vehicles.

– Rebuild an air force strike 
capability. At least 16 aircraft are 
needed for New Zealand to meet 
its obligations. Our surveillance 
aircraft need submarine detection 
capability and a replacement 
policy for the rotary wing and the 
C-130 Hercules is needed.

– Ensure a blue water naval 
capacity, giving particular 
consideration to the purchase of 
multi-purpose vessels compatible 
with recent Australian 
acquisitions. Such vessels will 

– Ensure the proper funding of our 
defence forces over the long 
term, avoiding block 
obsolescence and focusing on 
integration within the forces and 
with our allies.

– Continue to upgrade the army 
but with a greater emphasis on 
providing for the needs of 
defence not peacekeeping and, if 
possible, a re-negotiated contract 
with a lesser number of LAV III 
vehicles. 

– Rebuild an air force strike 
capability. At least 16 aircraft 
are needed for New Zealand to 
meet its obligations. Our 
surveillance aircraft need 
submarine detection capability 
and a replacement policy for the 
rotary wing and the C-130 
Hercules is needed. 

– Ensure a blue waternaval 
capacity, giving particular 
consideration to the purchase of 
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of military or civil emergencies.
– One agency should also have 

overall responsibility for the co-
ordination, management and 
staffing of responses to such 
emergencies in New Zealand or 
overseas.

– Every New Zealander should be 
encouraged to gain and maintain 
emergency response skills. (ACT 
1996a: 19).

meet the diverse requirements of 
transporting troops and equipment 
in shallow waters, Antarctic, blue 
water and tropical conditions, 
together with long range and high 
speed needs.

– Invest in intelligence gathering in 
concert with our allies ensuring we 
have the capability to deal with 
modern warfare, including 
terrorism.

– Give a high priority to rebuilding 
the ANZUS Alliance (ACT 2002a: 
12)

multi-purpose vessels 
compatible with recent 
Australian acquisitions. Such 
vessels will meet the diverse 
requirements of transporting 
troops and equipment in shallow 
waters, Antarctic, blue water and 
tropical conditions, together with 
long range and high speed needs. 

– Invest in intelligence-gathering 
in concert with our allies 
ensuring we have the capability 
to deal with modern warfare, 
including terrorism. 

– Give a high priority to rebuilding 
the ANZUS Alliance (ACT 
2005d).

Health – Structures and systems will be 
introduced that promote 
competition in the supply of 
health services to meet patient 
needs.

– Every New Zealander will be 
entitled to a minimum level of 
health cover.

– An annual sum of money will be 
available from the government to 
purchase personal 'catastrophic' 
health insurance from an 
approved health insurance 
provider. Where premiums are 
less than the specified amount, the 
extra money can be used to insure 
against other healthcare costs in a 
way that takes into account 

– Cut taxes so taxpayers can fund 
private health insurance 
premiums out of their own 
pockets.

– Review how best to allow New 
Zealanders to withdraw their 
share of funding from the state 
system and apply it to private 
arrangements. 

– Encourage private health care 
services - for choice to be real, 
private insurers and providers 
must have access to major 
hospital facilities. 

– Review health regulations, 
including occupational licensing, 
in order to allow providers to 
better meet patients' needs. 

– Cut taxes so that taxpayers fund 
their own comprehensive health 
insurance and other private 
arrangements directly out of their 
own pockets.

– Encourage non-government 
provision of health care facilities 
and services.

– Review health regulations 
including occupational licensing, 
in order to allow providers to 
respond more flexibly to patients' 
requirements and hire qualified 
overseas expertise.

– Move to acceptance of qualified 
overseas drug evaluations, rather 
than repeat testing in New 
Zealand.

– Radically reduce waiting lists by 
ensuring all available hospitals – 
including private hospitals – are 
used for public health care.

– End shortages of doctors and 
nurses by incentivising them to 
stay in New Zealand when they 
graduate, and to come back after 
their OE.

– Get rid of unnecessary 
bureaucracy and spend the 
money on healthcare, not 
Ministry of Health staff.

– Let frontline professionals make 
decisions, not bureaucrats and 
unions.

– Focus on prevention – 
incentivising people to eat well 
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personal and family 
responsibilities.

– Where people choose not to 
manage their own health 
insurance, the government will 
buy a catastrophic healthcare 
policy for each person. Other 
healthcare costs will be their own 
responsibility.

– Children will be automatically 
covered at birth by their parents' 
health insurer. Insurers will not be 
able to refuse to provide cover. If 
the health insurance costs of high-
risk individuals exceed the 
budgeted sum, they will be 
eligible for extra community 
support funding.

– Insurers will need to be approved. 
Approval will be dependent on 
compliance with specified 
operational and reporting criteria. 
In addition, insurers will have to 
publish information annually on 
their financial performance and 
standard data on the health of 
those they cover (ACT 1996a: 10-
11).

– Oblige governments to provide 
greater certainty to New 
Zealanders as to what the public 
health system is committed to 
provide in an enforceable 
contract. 

– Focus state action more on 
public good issues like 
preventative health care, a 
welfare system that preserves 
families, and an education 
system that promotes self-
reliance (ACT 1999f).

– Oblige government to clearly 
define the role of the public health 
system it is committed to provide, 
preferably in the form of an 
enforceable contract.

– Focus state action on addressing 
health-related public good issues 
including quality assurance.

– Free professionals from undue 
constraints imposed by bureaucrats 
and professional unions.

– ACT will promote the private 
system to reduce waiting lists.

– Increase spending on real health 
services (medical and nursing 
staff) by reducing spending on 
health administration and 
bureaucracy.

– Significant increase in focus on 
preventative health care measures.

– Review mental health policies to 
reverse problems caused by the 
closure of psychiatric hospitals.

– Stop race-based health spending. 
ACT is not opposed to Maori 
community based health 
initiatives, providing such schemes 
don’t discriminate and are 
available to non-Maori.

– Health shouldn’t be considered in 
isolation. A strong economy will 
lead to thriving health services and 
will address shortages of 
healthcare workers – doctors, 
nurses, career radiotherapists and 

and exercise.
– Cut taxes so people can afford to 

have health insurance.
– Review health regulations 

including occupational licensing, 
to allow a more flexible response 
to patients’ requirements and 
hire qualified overseas expertise.

– Reinstate the training of enrolled 
nurses ‘on the job’ in hospitals, 
rather then in polytechs.

– Review PHARMAC and its 
monopoly on drug buying. Many 
effective drugs are not available 
to New Zealanders.

– Ensure that the problems in 
mental health caused by the 
closure of psychiatric hospitals 
are addressed – people who need 
real help should be in care, not 
on the streets  (ACT 2005g).
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other health professionals.
– No cuts to health spending  (ACT 

2002a: 33).

Primary/ 
secondary 
education

– Funding for schooling will follow 
children. Schools, however will 
not receive payment for truant 
pupils or for pupils barred from 
attending lessons or the school.

– Parents will be free to send their 
children to the school they decide 
will best meet the needs of their 
child.

– A specified annual sum of money 
($3400 a year for primary 
students, $5200 a year for 
secondary students in current 
dollars) will be available to 
parents to pay for the education of 
children of primary school and 
secondary school age attending a 
school registered by a 
government-approved certifying 
agency.

– Registered schools will specify 
the courses they offer and the 
expertise available to meet the 
needs of different categories of 
student. Schools will have in 
place quality management 
systems, means of assessing their 
education achievement relative to 
industry standards and 
performance, and performance 
and achievement systems for 
parents.

– Ensure regular monitoring of 
each child's performance through 
standards and assessment.

– Enable parents to take their 
child's share of government 
funding and use it on a school of 
their choice, whether it be state 
or privately-owned. 

– Give schools greater ability to 
run their own affairs. Move to 
bulk fund all schools. 

– Review the school curriculum to 
ensure it emphasises excellence 
in the core subjects. 

– Take an integrated approach to 
education and welfare (ACT 
1999g).

– Ensure regular monitoring of each 
child’s performance through 
standards and assessment.

– Introduce flexible funding. Parents 
will be able to take their child's 
share of government funding and 
use it on a school of their choice, 
private or public.

– Provide schools with a greater 
ability to run their own affairs. 
Boards will be better placed to 
respond to the needs of their 
communities.

– Make schools and teachers 
accountable for results, in part 
through external examinations.

– Introduce nationwide testing for 
basic skills uptake at primary 
school level.

– Allow successful schools to 
expand facilities and staff at the 
same or other locations so that 
more children can share in their 
success.

– Free schools and teachers to 
innovate and achieve.

– Confine any national school 
curricula to a few core subjects 
and focus it on learning, not 
political correctness.

– Abolish zoning to give all parents 
the right to send their children to 

– New Zealand already spends 
more than all OECD countries 
on education - 4.6% of GDP. 
Bottom up, not top down 
changes are needed.

– Abolish zoning and allow 
parents to take their child's share 
of state funding to a school of 
their choice - public or private. 

– Let failing schools close or be 
taken over by better performing 
schools. End the discrimination 
against rural schools. 

– Remove restrictive barriers to 
opening new schools so parents 
& teachers can cooperate to open 
new and innovative schools. 

– Devolve all decision making to 
schools - staffing, curriculum 
design, qualifications - to the 
extent that is appropriate. 

– Modernise the teaching 
profession - improve training 
and ensure good teachers are 
fairly rewarded. 

– Integrate education reform with 
welfare reform so children have 
incentives to succeed (ACT 
2005h).
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– Schools will bill the government 
for the cost of each child's 
schooling. Parents who choose 
schools which charge more than 
the set annual sum for their 
children's education will pay the 
extra cost themselves unless they 
or their child have special needs, 
in which case the additional fees 
may be paid through the 
community support programme.

– Any unused money won't be lost, 
but will be accumulated to be 
used for later education in a 
specific account in that child's 
name.

– Businesses will be able to offset 
part of the cost of any 
scholarships or bursaries to fund 
the trade or tertiary training of 
prospective employees against 
their liability for income tax (ACT 
1996a: 12-13).

the school of their choice.
– Allow successful boards or private 

providers to take over the 
management and operation of 
poorly performing schools.

– Encourage schools to voluntarily 
opt out of bureaucratic control and 
instead be run by parents, teachers 
or professional educators.

– Recognise the role for quality 
properly tested home education.

– Ensure secondary students can 
acquire internationally comparable 
qualifications for entry into tertiary 
education.

– Keep external exams as a 
mandatory part of the secondary 
schooling system (ACT 2002a: 17-
18).

Tertiary 
Education

– The cost of further education will 
be the responsibility of each 
student, who will then be able to 
use any funds remaining in their 
childhood education account for 
further training...

– The government will continue to 
operate a student loan system but 
loan payments will be a first call 
on earnings ahead of income tax 
(ACT 1996a:. 13).

– ACT strongly supports choice 
and excellence in tertiary 
education. The sector is so 
important it is vital that it is 
efficient, standards are high and 
that taxpayers money is well 
spent.

– ACT will ensure that a quality 
tertiary education is accessible to 
everyone. 

– The cost of borrowing to attend 
tertiary institutions can be 

– Allow graduating students to repay 
their student loans more easily 
through tax cuts.

– Review the present student 
allowance scheme. There is on 
going evidence that the scheme is 
full of anomalies and is being 
abused by some claimants. ACT 
intends spending the same sum of 
money ($450 million) and 
providing assistance to students in 
most need of financial support.

– Student loans will be repaid 
much more easily with ACT's 
lower income taxes.

– There will be a concessionary 
interest rate for those graduates 
who stay and work in New 
Zealand. 

– Allowing equal opportunity to 
apply for courses by abolishing 
racial quotas and allowing 
students to take their funding to 
any quality-approved course 
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reduced. The present interest rate 
on student loans is one third 
higher than it should be because 
students are paying for 
borrowers who default. This cost 
should be borne by the 
government. 

– ACT will withdraw the 
government from the risky 
business of providing student 
loans. ACT believes that the 
government's role should be to 
ensure that students are not 
excluded from tertiary education 
because of their financial 
circumstances. Lower, flatter 
taxes will leave much more 
money in people's pockets, 
making it easier and faster to 
repay student loans. 

– ACT will fund research 
separately from tuition. 
Removing the cost of research 
from tuition fees will reduce 
course costs dramatically. All 
publicly funded research should 
be funded entirely by the 
Foundation for Research, 
Science and Technology. 

– Students will receive an 
entitlement to state funding that 
can be taken to an approved 
tertiary institution of their 
choice. That entitlement will 
follow students to whatever 
course they choose, including 

– Consider concessionary rates of 
interest on student loans for 
graduates who stay and work in 
New Zealand to enable them to 
pay off the principle of their debt 
more quickly.

– Allow equal opportunity to apply 
for courses by abolishing racial 
quotas and allowing students to 
take their funding to any quality-
approved course they choose.

– Modernise school bursary and 
scholarship payments creating 
greater incentive to achieve and 
excel.

– Fund research carried out by 
tertiary institutions separately from 
tuition to tangibly reward quality 
providers through direct 
competition for students.

– Encourage innovation in tertiary 
education through greater private 
sector involvement.

– Ensure tertiary achievement 
standard systems are benchmarked 
internationally for cost, quality and 
competitive processes.

– Review the constraints on 
governance structures of state-
controlled institutions in order to 
allow them to better achieve 
unified, competent boards with a 
coherent strategy.

– Ensure that governments do not 
discourage institutions from 

they choose. 
– Modernising bursary award 

payments, making them a real 
incentive to achieve, and 
encouraging the growth of 
scholarships. 

– Voluntary membership of 
students associations, giving all 
students the right to choose 
whether or not to join their 
student union (ACT 2005i).
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trades courses taught in high 
schools, wherever or however 
they are taught providing those 
courses meet quality standards. 

– Subsidies for tertiary education 
should be funded transparently 
through the Equivalent Full-time 
Tertiary Student (EFTS) system, 
supplemented by scholarships. 
ACT strongly supports the right 
of students to choose their own 
courses. ACT's policy, which 
funds the student rather than the 
institution, gives students this 
choice. 

– Abolish all legislation that forces 
students to join student 
associations. ACT supports 
freedom of association. 

– ACT is opposed to quotas. 
Students should be selected for 
courses based on merit not on 
racial origin. 

– Our other policies will also assist 
tertiary students: more job 
opportunities, higher incomes 
through faster economic growth, 
and lower tax (ACT 1999h).

seeking greater funding of 
scholarships through private 
benefactors for meritorious or 
needy students.

– Allow students freedom of 
association by abolishing all 
legislation that requires individual 
students to join student unions 
(ACT 2002a: 20-21).

Social Welfare – Family Support will be abolished 
for working families with tax-free 
thresholds of up to $21,505 for 
one child, up to $24,731 for two 
children and up to $27,957 for 
three children. The tax-free 
threshold will increase by $3226 

– Create a modern welfare system 
that has work and independence 
as the goal.

– Remove the barriers to work 
facing those on benefits. 

– Ensure that welfare assistance is 
personalised to meet the needs of 

– Advocate continued state support 
for those with chronic conditions 
who are genuinely incapable of 
supporting themselves.

– For the able-bodied, introduce 5-
year lifetime limits for reliance on 
welfare in respect of 

– Advocate continued state 
support for those with chronic 
conditions who are genuinely 
incapable of supporting 
themselves.

– Introduce a single 'temporary' 
benefit. 
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for each additional child.
– These amounts of tax-free 

incomes will also establish a 
Guaranteed Minimum Family 
Income for low-income working 
families, ensuring that they are 
always better off in employment 
than in in dependency on the state.

– People who receive community 
income support for more than 
three months, and who are 
physically and mentally capable 
of some work to support 
themselves and their families, will 
be expected to join a community 
mentor programme until they no 
longer need income support. 
Mentors can access additional 
funding to help these people until 
they are able to help themselves.

– People with special needs 
requiring extra help will be able to 
join a mentor programme and 
access additional funding.

– Mentors must be 'approved' and 
acceptable to the people they will 
be working with.

– People who depend on 
community income support and 
decline to join a mentor 
programme will be supplied with 
food, shelter and clothing and 
arrangements will be made to 
provide members of their family 
with the opportunity to develop 
the skills that will help them to 

individuals. 
– Create partnerships with 

communities and organisations 
to provide assistance to those in 
need. 

– Ensure that there is a strong 
safety net to support those who 
are genuinely unable to look 
after themselves. 

– Ensure that parents take financial 
responsibility for their children. 

– Review the Child Support Act to 
make it fairer on both parents. 

– Make it easier for businesses to 
create jobs and hire more staff 
(ACT 1999i).

unemployment and domestic 
purposes benefits, with a shorter 
limit on the time of any continuous 
spell, coupled with intensive case 
management and last resort job 
placement.

– Welfare beneficiaries who are able 
to do so, should be required to 
work full time or undertake a 40-
hour week of work activity 
designed to help them gain the 
habits, skills and disciplines of the 
workforce, with assistance 
provided for childcare, transport, 
relocation and any other barriers to 
work.

– Require regular interviews with 
case managers for those on the 
sickness benefit for more than six 
months.

– Further limit eligibility for the 
domestic purposes benefit by 
requiring a mother to name the 
father of her child (while providing 
discretion for special cases).

– Introduce shared parenting in the 
event of family breakdown in 
order that the children retain the 
frequent and on-going support of 
their mother and father, their 
grandparents and wider family as 
well.

– Review the Child Support Act to 
require that parents meet their 
financial obligations to their 
children in a fairer way.

– Time-limit the work search 
period for those fit to work to 
find a job.

– Require those who have not 
found work within the time limit 
to participate in a full-time work 
placement programme with 
assistance provided for 
childcare, transport, relocation 
and other barriers to work. This 
will help them gain workforce 
habits and disciplines.

– Require regular interviews with 
case managers for those on the 
Sickness Benefit for more than 
six months.

– Require a mother applying for a 
benefit to name the father of her 
child.

– Require annual benefit 
reapplication to reduce fraud.

– Introduce shared parenting in the 
event of family breakdown.

– Review the Child Support Act to 
require parents to meet their 
financial obligations to their 
children.

– Seek to increase the role played 
by community-support agencies, 
without undermining their 
independence. 

– Hold an inquiry into ways of 
strengthening the family unit.

– Retain base benefit levels, but 
ensure that people on welfare do 
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support themselves.
– Some people may, by their 

behaviour, present a threat to 
themselves or to others if they 
remain a part of the community at 
large. They should be given the 
special care in ways that accord 
them fair treatment, dignity and 
respect while ensuring they 
cannot harm others or themselves 
(ACT 1996a: 6-7).

– Seek to increase the role played by 
community-support agencies, 
without undermining their 
independence.

– Hold an inquiry into ways of 
strengthening the family unit.

– Retain base benefit levels, but 
comprehensively review 
abatement rates and supplementary 
assistance to ensure that people on 
welfare do not end up better off 
than people in full time work.

– Introduce strategies leading to full 
employment, including the 
lowering of taxes and the reduction 
of compliance costs on small 
business  (Policy 2002. ACT 
Policy Manifesto 2002, p. 56)

not end up better off than people 
in full time work (ACT 2005j).

Superannuation – ACT's flat tax rate of 19.5 cents in 
the dollar includes seven cents to 
go into each taxpayer's private 
pension fund as a contribution to 
their pension and health care in 
retirement.

– People who are unable to set aside 
sufficient funds will have their 
savings topped up when they 
retire to provide a pension and 
health care better than retired 
people enjoy now.

– During the transition to a fully-
funded superannuation scheme, 
those already retired will continue 
to receive New Zealand 
superannuation at an increased 

No specific mention of a 
superannuation policy could be 
found. Reid (1999: 30) comments 
with the following as being 
applicable to ACT in 1997-1998:

Following the demise of the idea of 
compulsory superannuation in 
Winston Peters' 1997 referendum, 
ACT is in the process of repackaging 
and updating its superannuation 
policy. However, it still wants to 
have everyone saving towards their 
own retirement throughout their 
working life. It also believes that 
everyone should have the freedom 
and the ability to opt for private 

– There should be a welfare safety 
net for young and old alike who 
are unable to work.

– When governments promise a 
generous universal pension they 
undermine thrift and prosperity. 
Instead they breed dependency, 
conflict and distrust.

– Economic growth is the most 
important factor in ensuring 
generous superannuation 
payments.

– New Zealand's current 
arrangements are not sustainable 
long term. Adjustments should be 
made progressively to eligibility 
rules and pension levels without 

– Allow individuals to generate 
economic growth and promote 
prosperity.

– Reduce income taxes and 
promote full employment to 
facilitate retirement savings. 

– Pursue a 'no surprises' policy on 
superannuation. There has never 
been a reasoned public debate 
about the proper role of the state, 
the conditions of eligibility and 
the relationship between the 
level of the benefit for invalids 
and for the elderly. 

– The long-term solution to 
superannuation is funded super. 
Everyone with their own account 
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rate and access to public healh 
care.

– Payments must be to an approved 
superannuation fund manager.

– Fund Managers will have to 
comply with prudential criteria 
and industry performance review, 
audit and reporting requirements.

– People will only need to save up 
to a threshold sum in an approved 
superannuation fund ($155,000 in 
today's dollars). Once they have 
saved the required sum, they will 
no longer have to save further 
compulsorily. (ACT 1996a: 9).

superannuation savings without 
having to pay twice.

disadvantaging those too old to 
adjust.

– People anticipate and plan for their 
retirement as they do for other 
calls on their savings.

– There should be a welfare safety 
net for working age and older 
people who cannot work.

– When governments promise a 
generous universal pension they 
undermine thrift, self-reliance and 
prosperity; instead they breed 
dependency, sectional selfishness, 
conflict and distrust.

– New Zealand's arrangements are 
basically consistent with the safety 
net concept, but they are overly 
lavish and inadequately targeted.

– Other eligibility criterion, such as 
citizenship, should be reviewed.

– Economic growth is the most 
important policy for achieving 
security in retirement. Tomorrow's 
workers will not accept our voting 
ourselves a comfortable state 
pension at their expense (ACT 
2002a: 45-46).

in the superannuation scheme of 
their choice. ACT as a party of 
choice and freedom and 
recognises that the state should 
not compel those who have 
made adequate arrangements to 
save twice. 

– There has been too much party 
politics on super, causing great 
or unnecessary worry. ACT 
would seek a genuine multi-
party accord and the parties are 
not as far apart as they pretend. 

– All parties agree the present 
retired who are on fixed incomes 
should be ring fenced. 

– All parties agree that those who 
cannot provide for themselves, 
the invalids, those with no 
income, should have an adequate 
state pension. 

– All parties agree that 
demographic change will impact 
on superannuation. 

– ACT says we should attempt to 
agree on as much as possible. 
(ACT 2005k).

Justice – We want effective enforcement of 
the law so that people can be 
confident that they will not be 
harmed by others.

– Penalties for breaches of the law 
should be clear, straightforward 
and applied consistently.

– Police must have the power to 

– Refocus police resources on 
preventing crimes against people 
and their property.

– Promote a 'zero tolerance' law 
enforcement policy. 

– Ensure Truth in Sentencing, 
criminals must serve at least 
80% of their court imposed 

– Ensure law enforcement is 
adequately resourced to do the job 
asked of it and is focused on 
protecting against crimes to person 
and property

– Require the police to raise 
community standards by adopting 
a 'zero-tolerance' approach towards 

– Implement a Zero Tolerance 
approach, where entry-level 
crime is taken seriously, and 
achieve tougher sentencing 
through abolishing parole 
without exception.

– Fund an extra 2,500 police 
officers to match Australia's 
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intervene effectively to manage 
and deter juvenile offending.

– The responsibility for the 
prevention of re-offending in the 
case of minor misdemeanours and 
juveniles should be clearly 
assigned to families and 
communities working with a 
community mentor in the case of 
each offender.

– Offenders should work or 
undertake training that will equip 
them with skills they can use to 
earn their living in a legitimate 
way when they have completed 
any sentence imposed by the 
courts.

– Prisoners will not be eligible for 
early parole unless they have 
acquired those skills, agree to 
work with a community mentor 
for the full term of their parole, 
and the opinion of the victim(s) of 
their crime is sought and 
considered. (ACT 1996a: 18).

sentences before they are eligible 
for parole. 

– Toughen bail and parole 
conditions. 

– Review legislation restricting the 
ability of police to do their job, 
in particular laws to deal with 
young offenders. 

– Ensure better compensation and 
support for victims of crime. 

– Increase penalties for witness 
intimidation. 

– Promote a thorough overhaul of 
the court system to guarantee 
better access to justice for all. 

– Cap the amount spent on legal 
aid and tighten its 
administration. 

– Extend prison employment 
schemes on proper business lines 
to help rehabilitate inmates 
(ACT 1999j).

policing minor infringements – 
such as graffiti, vandalism, and 
shoplifting. The aim is to stop 
young offenders from graduating 
to more serious crimes. It is not to 
punish them unduly

– Put preventing crimes against 
people and their property at the top 
of police priorities while reducing 
obstacles that impede the police. 
For example, ACT will: 
– Match perjury and witness 

intimidation with the penalty 
that the perpetrator is trying to 
avoid

– Pare back the defence of 
entrapment so that only 
offenders truly pressured into 
crime can use it

– Allow courts to add to the 
sentences of criminals who 
abuse legal aid and 
unmeritorious technical 
defences and appeals

– Pursue absolute truth in sentencing 
for criminals. For example, ACT 
will:
– Abolish early release and 

parole
– Reward good behaviour in 

prison by a reduced post-
release surveillance period

– Require cumulative 
sentencing for multiple 
unrelated crimes

policing rate, and allow greater 
focus on crime prevention and 
visible community patrols.

– Ensure police focus first on 
thieves and thugs, and only then 
on traffic tickets and unintended 
wrongs.

– Introduce Truth in Sentencing by 
removal of all early release and 
parole.

– End automatic concurrent 
sentencing - ensuring every 
crime counts.

– Have judges ask for and heed 
victims' views on sentencing.

– Ensure life means life for first-
degree murder.

– Treat DNA as the modern 
fingerprint, eg. on arrest if police 
deem appropriate.

– Require the maximum sentence 
after three repeat offences, 
automatically.

– End pointless family group 
conferences and ensure youth 
justice processes result in 
enforceable decisions, making 
young offenders responsible and 
deterring re-offending.

– Remove the suppression of 
criminal records (ACT 2005l).
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– Allow the Courts to 
resentence criminals who 
significantly breach their 
release conditions

– Ensure that punishment is 
punishment. For example, ACT 
will:
– Ensure that fines are paid and 

that prisons are healthy, safe 
and foster work skills − but 
are otherwise stark

– Restore the power of the 
Court to choose punishments 
that fit the crime, including 
specifying the type of prison 
and the nature of community 
sentences

– Ensure there is as much prison 
space as needed, including 
new youth prisons so young 
inmates can be kept from the 
influence of habitual criminals

– Make home detention 'home 
and work' detention

– Make life imprisonment mean 
life for 1st degree homicides 
and impose a high mid-point 
on the sentencing range for 
2nd degree homicide

– Shake up our failing youth justice 
system. For example, ACT will:
– End pointless 'family group 

conferencing'
– Treat young people as 

responsible for their choices 
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and ensure that youth justice 
processes reach decisions that 
can be, and are, enforced

– End name suppression except 
where it protects victims from 
further harm and end the 
suppression of records of 
youth crime

– Help Police catch criminals by 
automatic DNA profiling of all 
prisoners and persons with 
imprisonable convictions.

– Refocus Police resources- less 
wasting time on petty errors, 
traffic fines, and victimless 
offences.

– Proper degrees of murder law with 
life imprisonment and minimum 
sentences for 1st and 2nd degree 
murder (ACT 2002a: 9-10).

Maori & The 
Treaty of 
Waitangi

– Skills in parenting, career 
planning, job retraining and adult 
literacy will be readily available 
through the provider of an 
individual's choice.

– Community Help programmes 
will assist young people to 
prepare for work.

– Maori with serious needs will be 
able to choose mentors to help 
them with financial planning, 
guidance and the acquisition of 
new skills.

– Maori will be able to operate their 
own primary and secondary 

– Fair, full and final settlement of 
all legitimate treaty claims. ACT 
proposes a law to set statutory 
time limits for lodging and 
settling Treaty claims:
– 31 December 2000: final 

date for lodging claims with 
the Waitangi Tribunal. 

– 2005: the Waitangi Tribunal 
to have completed hearing 
and reporting on all claims. 

– 2006: we achieve one law 
for all New Zealanders. 

– 2010: deadline for the fair, 
full and final settlement of 

– Set a final date for lodging 
historical claims: 31 December 
2003.

– Ensure that all cases before the 
Waitangi Tribunal are heard and 
determined by 2008.

– Appoint to the Waitangi Tribunal 
people known for their ability to 
apply the rules of evidence 
rigorously to get at what truth can 
be discovered at this distance, and 
to reject the rest.

– Amend the Treaty of Waitangi Act 
so as to redirect the Tribunal and 
the judges to the clear statements 

– Set a final date for lodging 
historical claims.

– Ensure that all cases before the 
Waitangi Tribunal are heard and 
determined by 2008. 

– Appoint to the Waitangi 
Tribunal people known for their 
ability to apply the rules of 
evidence rigorously to get at 
what truth can be discovered at 
this distance, and to reject the 
rest. 

– Amend the Treaty of Waitangi 
Act so as to redirect the Tribunal 
and the judges to the clear 
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schools with funds following the 
child.

– Restorative justice will bring 
greater involvement of Maori 
communities in the management 
of justice.

– Where laws have deprived Maori 
of property or a fair return on 
assets, affected parties can 
negotiate directly with the Crown 
or through the High Court.

– Claims before the court will be 
heard in two parts: a hearing to 
establish the claim, and if 
successful a twelve-month 
timeframe to negotiate a full and 
final settlement with the Crown.

– If no settlement is reached, 
claimants will be entitled to a 
second hearing before the High 
Court to enforce a remedy binding 
on the Crown and the claimants as 
a full and final settlement.

– A Waitangi Research Unit will 
replace the Waitangi Tribunal and 
provide funding and research 
assistance to the Crown and 
claimants.

– Courts will be able to award 
ownership shares in any returned 
property to the individuals of the 
iwi or hapu, with direct 
whakapapa links to the claimant 
group as the basis for owning 
shares.

– Forestry land claims will go 

all legitimate Treaty claims 
between Maori and the 
Crown. 

– Waitangi Tribunal to be 
resourced to allow all claims to 
be heard and reported on by 
2005. 

– Appoint to the Waitangi 
Tribunal people known for their 
ability to rigorously apply the 
rules of evidence. 

– Amend the Treaty of Waitangi 
Act so as to redirect the Tribunal 
and the judges to the clear 
statements of the first and third 
Treaty articles. 

– Waitangi Tribunal to be 
abolished once it has completed 
its work on claims. 

– Repeal all laws that discriminate 
for or against any New 
Zealander on the basis of race, 
colour, ethnicity, or national 
origin. 

– Abolish the Maori seats to end 
state-sponsored racial 
discrimination (ACT 1999k).

of the first and third Treaty articles 
by which the Crown received 
"absolutely… forever the complete 
government of [New Zealand]" 
and in which the Crown undertook 
to “protect all the ordinary people 
of New Zealand and [to] give them 
the same rights and duties of 
citizenship … ".

– Repeal all laws that permit or 
require any central or local 
government agency to discriminate 
against, or to favour, any New 
Zealander or class of New 
Zealanders on the basis of race, 
colour, ethnicity or national origin 
and restore common law freedoms 
of speech and association.

– Abolish the Maori seats. The 
Royal Commission on the 
Electoral System considered that 
this should be done on the 
adoption of MMP. 

– Aim to achieve one law for all 
New Zealanders by 2009.

– Set a final date for lodging 
historical claims: 31 December 
2003, and ensure that all cases 
before the Waitangi Tribunal are 
heard and determined by 2008 
(ACT 2002a: 53).

statements of the first and third 
Treaty articles by which the 
Crown received "absolutely 
forever the complete government 
of [New Zealand]" and in which 
the Crown undertook to protect 
all the ordinary people of New 
Zealand and [to] give them the 
same rights and duties of 
citizenship. 

– Repeal all laws that permit or 
require any central or local 
government agency to 
discriminate against, or to 
favour, any New Zealander or 
class of New Zealanders on the 
basis of race, colour, ethnicity or 
national origin and restore 
common law freedoms of speech 
and association. 

– Abolish the Māori seats. The 
Royal Commission on the 
Electoral System considered that 
this should be done on the 
adoption of MMP. 

– Aim to achieve one law for all 
New Zealanders by 2009. 

– Set a final date for lodging 
historical claims (ACT 2005m).
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through the same procedure as 
other land claims.

– ACT will continue procedures to 
eliminate the two-title land 
system.

– ACT will return to ordinary 
people the right to make decisions 
about their family's lives that are 
now made for them by 
government.

– ACT will take steps to remove all 
forms of discrimination  (ACT 
1996: 16-17).

Accident 
Compensation

– The current no-fault regime would 
be continued at least initially but 
ACC would be opened up to 
competition.

– Universal third party cover would 
be set up at minimum prescribed 
levels to provide compensation to 
third parties who are injured 
because of the activities of the 
insured.

– Voluntary first party cover would 
be available for those who wish to 
protect themselves and their 
families beyond the social welfare 
and health-care provisions 
currently funded through general 
taxation.

– Work-related injuries would 
continue to be the responsibility 
of employers.

– All other third party injuries 
would be the responsibility of the 

– Provide greater security to New 
Zealanders by allowing everyone 
to choose their own accident 
insurance cover.

– Restore choice to accident 
insurance. Only ACT says that 
everyone should have the same 
right to choose their insurer as 
employers now have. 

– Maintain a safety net for those 
who need it. 

– Remove the monopoly on 
existing schemes as soon as 
possible. 

– End government ownership of 
accident insurers and managers, 
after a short transitional period. 

– Tender the management of the 
'tail' of existing claims, so as to 
reduce taxpayer risk and get 
people back to work faster. 

– Fund the 'tail' of existing claims 

– Allow everyone to choose his or 
her own accident insurance cover.

– Remove the monopoly on existing 
schemes as soon as possible and 
fully restore choice.

– Seek to ensure that any transitional 
arrangements do not undermine 
the above objectives.

– Tender the management of the 
“tail” of existing claims so as to 
reduce taxpayer risk and get 
people back to work faster. Fund 
the “tail” of existing claims from 
general taxation.

– Review the issue of a return of the 
right to sue, taking into account the 
need to honour private agreements 
and to prevent excessive litigation.

– Ensure the commitments to those 
who are already injured are 
honoured.

– Maintain a safety net for hardship 

No specific mention of an ACC 
policy could be found.
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insured who caused the accident 
and would affect that policy-
holder's premium rates, or in the 
event of an unidentified or 
uninsured party, the third party 
pool or insurer of last resort.

– Cover for injury to individuals not 
covered by third party insurance 
would be a matter of personal 
choice on the basis of other 
competing expenditure priorities, 
with the fall-back option of access 
to taxpayer-funded state benefits 
and/or healthcare.

– The private insurance industry 
would have incentives to develop 
a range of inovative insurance 
strategies and options to cater for 
the requirements of the market.

– Considerations of exclusion or 
limitation of cover would not arise 
in the case of injured third parties, 
but in the case, for example, of 
injury to a drunk or unlicensed 
driver or a person injured in the 
course of committing a crime, 
would be a matter between that 
party and his or her insurer on the 
basis of normal first party 
insurance principles and practices 
(ACT 1996a: 14-15).

from general taxation. 
– Ensure that commitments to 

those who are already injured are 
honoured (ACT 1999l).

cases (ACT 2002a: 6).

Housing No specific mention of housing policy 
could be found.

No specific mention of housing 
policy could be found.

– Provide financial assistance for 
housing to all tenants who need it 
through the accommodation 
supplement.

– Encourage private ownership of 
state houses. Restore fairness in 
the rental market by focusing 
state assistance to all tenants on 
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– Reduce the state’s capital 
investment in housing.

– In order to significantly reduce the 
number of disputes going to the 
Tenancy Tribunal amend the 
Residential Tenancies Act to 
introduce an obligation on the 
Ministry of Social Development to 
provide officers of the court with 
the address of a beneficiary who is 
a former tenant for the purpose of 
serving a court order for rent 
arrears or for compensation for 
property damage

– Ensure that charges for metered 
wastewater are the responsibility 
of the tenant.

– Enable beneficiaries who are 
tenants to have their rent deducted 
at source, if they so choose.

– Encourage home ownership of 
state houses through rent-to-buy 
programmes (ACT 2002a: 35).

the accommodation supplement 
rather than income related rents 
to a select few (ACT 2005n).

Immigration No specific mention of immigration 
could be found in 1996 election policy 
materials, however Reid (1999: 34)  
notes the following from a 1995 
document:

ACT believes that under its policies, 
particularly that of no income tax, for 
the first time 'we will be faced with the 
problem of too many people wanting 
to settle here.' It believes that we 
should make the most of this. 

No specific mention of immigration 
could be found in 1999 election 
policy materials, however Reid 
(1999: 34-35) notes the following 
from a 1998 document:

ACT believes that a well-designed 
immigration policy has much to offer 
New Zealand in terms of skills, 
positive attributes, entrepreneurial 
attitudes and cultural diversity. ACT 
also supports a generous refugee 

– Policies that promote the 
prosperity of New Zealanders at 
large, and attract New Zealanders 
to return home, will best achieve a 
stable net migration inflow.

– New Zealand cannot afford the 
politics of envy. Labour's tax 
increases for workers give New 
Zealanders another reason for 
emigrating, while making us less 
attractive to skilled immigrants.

– It is preferable for immigration to 

– Focus immigration policy on 
migrants with skills, resources 
and background that will enable 
them to become major 
contributors to the wellbeing and 
future prosperity of New 
Zealand, and reduce those who 
have difficulties integrating and 
who rely on welfare.

– Introduce an annual review 
process for all immigration 
categories including refugees, 
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Their policy would require immigrants 
to make a financial commitment to 
settle here. This commitment 
($500,000) reflects the effort and 
money we and those New Zealanders 
before us have put into our 
infrastructure.

The funds made from immigration 
would be used to cover the transitional 
costs of providing pensions to 
currently retired people.

intake. 

It believes that the best method of 
determining entry would involve 
using an entrance fee. 'This 
mechanism would tend to select 
those potential migrants who most 
valued coming to New Zealand, who, 
in turn, would tend to be those with 
the most to contribute to our society. 
The level of this fee could be used as 
the main rationing device for 
determining the desired overall quota 
of immigrants.'

ACT believes that [it] is not 
unreasonable to ask immigrants in 
the general categories to make this 
financial contribution, in recognition 
of the social and economic 
infrastructure which earlier 
generations of New Zealanders have 
built up.

result in immigrants working and 
productively contributing to New 
Zealand society, rather than have 
immigrants languishing on 
welfare.

– We should be aiming for net 
inflows of New Zealanders of 
around 30,00 [sic] to 40,000 
persons per year.

– We should be aiming to attract the 
ablest and most productive people 
(while making allowances for 
refugees, and family reunion 
cases).

– It is essential to reduce 
employment law barriers, 
including addressing issues of anti-
competitive occupational licensing 
arrangements.

– The education system should be 
able to respond more freely to any 
language problems arising from 
immigration.

– Immigrants should not have easy 
access to welfare.

– There should be no special 
government privileges for 
immigrants − these are a recipe for 
multicultural strife.

– Immigration consultants should 
not be licensed (ACT 2002a: 36-
37).

family reunion cases and New 
Zealand's special responsibilities 
relating to some Pacific Island 
countries. 

– Establishing national quotas of 
the ablest and most productive 
people from countries with a 
track record of success. 

– Reduced employment law 
barriers, including addressing 
issues of anti-competitive 
occupational licensing 
arrangements. 

– Lower taxation, making New 
Zealand more attractive to 
skilled migrants and to Kiwis 
returning home. 

– Easy access to welfare for 
immigrants will be curbed, and 
there will be no special 
government privileges for 
immigrants. 

– Investigate allowing those with 
work permits to extend their stay 
and, under certain 
circumstances, be able to apply 
for residency. 

– Increased responsiveness in the 
education system to language 
problems arising from 
immigration and improved 
resettlement programmes. 

– Introduce a five year probation 
period, during which immigrants 
who offend can be sent home 
(ACT 2005o).
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Rural – Strengthen surveillance against 
the importation of diseases, weeds 
and pests

– Provide leadership for improved 
marketing through
– greater vertical integration
– the removal of distortions in 

product pricing
– enhanced market information 

from consumer to producer
– remove referee/player 

confusion
– encouraging greater 

investment and influence 
from the market place

– Consolidate and simplify 
Ministries which provide and deal 
with
– policy advice to government
– trade and access issues
– legislation affecting research, 

and animal and plant controls
– Review the Resource 

Management Act and other 
relevant legislation with the 
objective of strengthening private 
property rights, lowering financial 
costs and delays, and improving 
the delivery of services by local 
governments

– Overhaul local government 
legislation to reduce rates and 
other costs and constraints to rural 
business

– Reduce administration and costs 

– Reform the Resource 
Management Act and review the 
regulations that Federated 
Farmers estimate cost each 
farmer thousands of dollars a 
year.

– Introduce a Regulatory 
Responsibility Act, to address 
the issue of compensation when 
property rights are eroded by 
regulations. 

– Provide farmers with choice by 
eliminating the monopoly status 
of the producer boards. 

– Reduce the rates burden on rural 
residents by making certain that 
councils are much more focused 
on their core functions (ACT 
1999d).

– Reduce compliance costs in key 
areas affecting farming, 
particularly the Resource 
Management Act.

– Reform of local bodies to remove 
a layer of government and restrict 
to providing public services.

– Work towards a low flat tax, 
simplifying the current system and 
rewarding those who work hard, 
invest wisely and save for their 
future. ACT would reduce costs by 
removing ACC’s monopoly.

– More effort from both the state and 
private sectors in freeing trade 
internationally.

– Roading, telecommunications and 
electricity are vital services for 
rural people. ACT favours having 
a strong network operated by 
competing private sector 
providers. ACT would fund 
roading through fuel taxes, road 
user charges and tolls rather than 
land based rates.

– Policies on health, education and 
welfare which benefit rural 
families through the better use of 
private and public provision and 
having less New Zealanders 
relying on welfare payments.

– ACT is the strongest party on law 
and order, backing the public's 
unanimous call for tougher 
sentencing and reducing crime. 
ACT will make our homes, farms 

– Uphold the sanctity of property 
rights. ACT will oppose any 
legislation that will deny farmers 
the right to say who may enter 
their property. The status quo 
must remain.

– Reduce compliance costs in key 
areas affecting farming, 
particularly the Resource 
Management Act. Reform of 
local bodies to remove a layer of 
government and confine 
activities to core services. End 
ACC's monopoly. 

– Significant tax reductions, 
simplifying the current system 
and rewarding those who work 
hard, invest wisely and save for 
their future. 

– End the confiscation by 
regulation of rural development 
rights under the guise of 
resource management, by 
adopting the principle that 
development rights should be 
purchased, not appropriated by 
regulation. 

– More effort from both the state 
and private sectors towards free 
trade. 

– Roading, telecommunications 
and electricity are vital services 
for rural people. ACT favours 
having a strong network 
operated by competing private 
sector providers. ACT would 
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to rural business by lowering 
income tax, privatising (ACC), 
removing stamp duty, reviewing 
OSH Act and reducing 
bureaucracy.

– Improve rural roading by 
returning a greater share of fuel 
tax and road user charges into 
roading development and 
maintenance.

– Strengthen efforts to remove 
international trade distortions 
(ACT 1996c: 3).

and streets safer (ACT 2002a: 44). fund roading through fuel taxes, 
road user charges and tolls rather 
than land based rates. 

– Policies on health, education and 
welfare which benefit rural 
families through the better use of 
private and public provision and 
having less New Zealanders 
relying on welfare payments. 

– ACT is the strongest party on 
law and order, backing the 
public's unanimous call for 
tougher sentencing and reducing 
crime. ACT will make our 
homes, farms and streets safer 
(ACT 2005p).

Environmental 
Protection

– The economy and environment 
need to be integrated as far as 
possible so that business decisions 
automatically take environmental 
considerations into account. This 
will nurture the concept of eco-
efficiency and will promote New 
Zealand's strategic objective to be 
a 'clean, green' producer of quality 
products.

– ACT's general approach is that 
environmental costs should be 
borne by those causing them (the 
polluter pays concept).

– ACT supports the vision of the 
Environment 2010 Strategy.

– ACT supports the principles and 
objectives of the Resource 
Management Act, however 

– Implement sound economic 
policies - so we can afford to 
protect our environment.

– Reform the Resource 
Management Act so it is focused 
on the sustainable management 
of the natural environment and is 
not a tool for bureaucratic 
meddling. 

– Ensure the costs of protecting 
the environment fall fairly on all 
New Zealanders, not just a few 
landowners. 

– Focus government's role in 
providing public goods such as 
pest control and the policing and 
enforcement of the law (ACT 
1999m).

– Restore security in property rights.
– Provide, in principle, a right to 

compensation when common law 
rights are taken in the public 
interest.

– Fund that compensation, as far as 
is practicable, from those who 
wanted those rights to be taken and 
would have funded the taking 
voluntarily if transaction costs had 
not been prohibitively high.

– Ensure that people who want to 
dictate how others can use their 
own property bear the costs of 
imposing their preferences, and 
require local government to better 
assess benefits and costs.

– Use business sector initiative, 
efficiency and incentives to 

– Environmental costs should be 
borne by those causing them (the 
polluter pays concept).

– Government has a duty to ensure 
that a full range of New 
Zealand's natural heritage is 
protected in perpetuity, and must 
provide a supportive legal 
framework. 

– Establishment of a Conservation 
Foundation to set priorities and 
allocate funds. 

– DOC's advocacy role must be 
removed to enable them to focus 
on management. 

– ACT will review all 
Conservation/Environment 
associated legislation to reflect 
these principles:
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concerns and frustrations 
associated with its implementation 
are acknowledged. ACT will 
move to overcome unreasonable 
delays and minimise excessive 
procedural and administrative 
costs. For example, ACT would 
like to see increased use of non-
adversarial settlements of 
disputes... (ACT 1996d: 4-5).

improve urban fresh and waste 
water systems, the management of 
tourist-driven activities and the 
conservation estate.

– Focus government funding on the 
provision of public goods such as 
those that relate to the control of 
free-ranging pests and the policing 
and enforcement of the law.

– Review the Resource Management 
Act on a first principle basis.

– Oppose ratification of the Kyoto 
Protocol given the evident 
unwillingness of the world’s major 
emitters to take real action and in 
the absence of serious 
disadvantages to New Zealand 
from delay.

– Environmental costs should be 
borne by those causing them (the 
polluter-pays concept).

– Government has a duty to ensure 
that a full range of New Zealand's 
natural heritage is protected in 
perpetuity, and must provide a 
supportive legal framework.

– Establishment of a Conservation 
Foundation to set priorities and 
allocate funds.

– DOC’s advocacy role must be 
removed to enable them to focus 
on management.

– ACT will review all 
Conservation/Environment 
associated legislation to reflect 

– acceptance of property 
rights, including tradeability 
and portability of property 
rights. 

– the concept of 'net 
conservation benefit'. 

– Environmental legislation to be 
effects-based, which implies 
substantial changes the RMA. 
(ACT has a separate RMA 
Policy that details these changes) 
(ACT 2005q).
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these principles:
– acceptance of property rights, 

including tradeability and 
portability of property rights.

– the concept of 'net 
conservation benefit'.

– Environmental legislation to 
be effects-based, which 
implies substantial changes 
the RMA. (ACT has a 
separate RMA Policy that 
details these changes (ACT 
2002a: 25).
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 : '    Appendix II Moderator s guide for focus 
groups

Three focus groups were conducted in Dunedin from June-July 2007. While focus groups are 
qualitative research and as such are not intended to be scientific, participants were selected 

from a range of voter demographics and included student, mature and older voters. 

This guide was the final version and was used for the second and third focus groups.

:Opening

Good afternoon everyone. Thank you very much for participating in this focus group. 
This will help me in my research for my honours dissertation in politics at the University of 
Otago. A focus group is just a forum for discussion; there are no right or wrong answers, so 
please don't be afraid to offer your views and opinions. You don't have to tell me what party 
you voted for or answer any question about which you feel uncomfortable. If you need me to 
clarify or repeat any question, please just ask.

I am recording the session today, but your comments will remain confidential as  your 
names will not be included in the transcript. So any comments from the focus group that I use 
in my dissertation will not contain your names.

Questions?

 :Opening question

Does anyone know roughly when the ACT Party was launched? 

 :Introductory questions

Provide sheet of paper for each person, ask to write down, then go around group: What is the 
first thing that comes into your mind when I mention the ACT Party? 

Broadly speaking, what sort of party do you think ACT is? Where would you place it on the 
political spectrum?

Do you think ACT has an overall positive or negative image in the eyes of voters?

OK, now we're going to have a little fun, I've got some pictures of here of different sorts of 
cars. Now just imagine – if ACT were a car, what type of car do you think would it be? Why?

OK, so we think it is like a [make of car]. Do you think ACT has always been like this car or 
has it changed over the years in any way?
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 :Lifecycle questions

Thinking back over the years, do you think you hear more or less now about the ACT Party 
than when it launched, say roughly 10 years ago? 

Consider the different seasons we have in a year. What season do you think best fits the stage 
ACT is at now?

Thinking back over the years about the things ACT has done, are there any particular themes, 
activities or campaigns that you link with ACT that you can remember?

Do you think ACT has become more or less relevant in politics over the years since it first 
first got into Parliament?Why?

 :Policy questions

OK, we're going to use the pen and paper again – can you think of any of ACT's policies, just 
roughly? [Then go around group]

Do you think ACT has changed these policies over time? If yes, what sort of change? 

Do you think ACT has policies that makes it stand out from other parties? 

Thinking specifically  about  the 2005 election,  do you recall  that  ACT offered something 
different from the other parties? Was there a party you think had quite similar policies to 
ACT? 

Slogans

Can you think of any slogans or mottos that ACT uses or has used in the past? 

In the past few years, ACT has described itself as “The Liberal Party”. Do you think it is 
“liberal”? 

Thinking of your own views, can you come up with a slogan or motto that you think fits the 
party better?

People

What groups of people in society, perhaps by occupation, do you associate with the ACT 
Party?

What specific individual people do you link with the ACT Party?

LIST: 
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OK, now I'm going to ask you for your reaction to those people, and again we're going to have 
a little fun with this. [Put out cards on table] Which dog would you associate with each of the 
people you mentioned? So the first  one was XX. Which dog and why? [Repeat for each 
person]

OK, so do you think you directly or indirectly link your views of these individuals with your 
views of the ACT Party? Or do you separate the personalities from the party itself?

What colour or colours do you most associate with the ACT Party?

-2005  Post election questions

Do you think ACT has attempted to change its image at all since the 2005 election? 

Can you think of any activities that Rodney Hide has participated in outside of Parliament 
since the 2005 election?

Do you think Rodney Hide's [mention what participants  say] have had any effect on how 
people look at ACT as a political party? 

Why/why not?

Does being aware of Rodney Hide's activities outside Parliament make you take him more or 
less seriously in politics? 

  Any other comments

What do you think the future holds for ACT?  

That concludes the focus group; thank you very much for your time.

http://douglastodancing.blogspot.com 96



 :    Appendix III Focus group stimulus material 
 (  2)I Figure

The following images were presented to participants in the second and third focus groups, 
after they had been told the following: OK, now we're going to have a little fun, I've got some  
pictures of here of different sorts of cars. Now just imagine – if ACT were a car, what type of  
car do you think would it be? Why?
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 :    Appendix IV Focus group stimulus material 
 (  3)II Figure

The following images were presented to participants in the second and third focus groups, 
after they had been told the following:  OK, now I'm going to ask you for your reaction to  
those people, and again we're going to have a little fun with this. [Put out cards on table]  
Which dog would you associate with each of the people you mentioned? So the first one was  
[person's name]. Which dog and why? [Repeat for each person]
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 :  –  Appendix V Transcript Interview with 
 Willie Martin

3 August 2007

AUTHOR: So I know you've been around the party a long time, but when did you start getting involved?

MARTIN: OK, it was in 1997, so just over 10 years ago now, I was at high school, in 7 th form, I sort of started 
off probably when I was about 13 being quite interested in politics, at the stage thinking Winston Peters was 
quite amusing, and at that stage I didn't really know exactly where I stand politically, so I sort of started doing a 
lot of reading from when I was about 13 onwards, and once I was actually in sixth form, in '96, I read Richard 
Prebble's book I've been Thinking and that sort of helped clarify my thinking on where I was at politically and 
then sort of sort out joining the ACT party, sort of took me a wee bit of time to get round to that, well half a year 
or so to get round to that, joined up  ACT when I was in 7th form and then sort of got progressively more 
involved from there, of course we were a big organisation at that stage and so I sort of started getting involved in 
the committee there and was asked to stand by one of the board members at that stage for the '99 election but I  
was selected at the end of '98 because at that stage it looked like the National government was about to topple at 
any time and we thought we could end up with an election pretty soon, so we went into early candidate selection 
so I ended up being a candidate for about a year, from the end of '98 right through until the '99 election, in '98 I 
was first year at university, so I was the youngest candidate at that stage and just sort of went from there 

And was that in Dunedin North then?

It was Dunedin South, I was the Dunedin South candidate in the '99 election and then Dunedin North for the 
following two elections and at 53 on the party list in '99 so I sort of managed to crawl my way up to up where I 
was at, 13 in the 2005 election

So what's your level of involvement today?

It's pretty much taking a back seat at the moment, because I'm quite busy with work now, sort of working full-
time as a solicitor again and also trying to finish off my post-graduate work, which I've left all to the end of the 
year, as people do, and I also have another part-time job in the Navy Reserve, I'm an officer in the Navy, so with 
all that ACT in non-election years does take preety much a back seat for me, but I attend the odd committee 
meeting now, and I'll probably get more involved next year depending on time availability and sort of to what 
extent I can or can't help out with the election

So would you still want to be the candidate?

Yeah, yeah if I was selected again and I thought that, that was best for the party that it was me running that time, 
yeah I'd be happy to

So you spoke about the organisation there and you know I've done quite a bit of reading, in the early 
stages ACT had these house meetings and advocates and so on, that was more 1995 I think to get the party 
going, do you think the organisation sort of decayed a bit, when later on it  became more centralised 
around Parliament, do you think, what happened to the organisation down here for instance?

I think yeah certainly when I first got involved in '97 you're right, we had big house meetings all the time, we 
had policy days where we go and talk about policy and one of our members managed a hotel so we were allowed 
to have our monthly constituency meetings in like a hotel conference room and they were really quite busy but 
yeah you're right over time they really did start to decline, by the 2002 election we were still still a pretty good 
size down here, but after that people just weren't quite so interested, certainly when everything became quite 
centralised in Wellington, no I don't think there was too much of a decline, there were certain regions that were 
quite strong anyway, Dunedin always was one of those right up until the last election, but then sort of went into a 
decline after 2002, I don't know how much of an effect it always, you know ACT and the demise in the media 
had on the local membership, but certainly by the 2005 election we were just a core committed group of people, 
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we still had enough of us to get everything done that we needed to do for the election, and since then yeah it's 
decayed even further because only having 2 MPs there's not much happening, not as much support essentially as 
well and and certainly numbers have dropped off quite significantly, to the point where we basically don't meet 
anywhere near as often and it's more just an e-mail round, every so often to just sort of try and keep abreast of 
what's happening

So you said a committee, was that a committee for just Dunedin, or Dunedin North and Dunedin South, or 
for each electorate?

Dunedin North and Dunedin South, the way we operated it was, back in the very original days we probably 
could have had two separate committees for Dunedin North and South but it made sense to have a centralised 
committee and then have people responsible for each electorate as the case was and that's the model we've used 
all the way through

So that's what you did right from the beginning, it was a combined group?

Yeah

And then the Upper South and Scenic South divisions, when did they come in? Because it seems to me that 
ACT's  organisation  went  from  really  independent,  well  organisations  covering  every  electorate  to 
gradually, as the party didn't do so well, getting bigger and bigger groups, so you know Upper South and 
Scenic South

I think there was actually quite a decline from after the 1999 election, like we still had more people around the 
provinces, sort of by 2002, but in terms of the Scenic South type stuff, when we started operating it like that, 
yeah it probably was after the 2002 election right up until the last election, there was quite a marked decline 
during that period

So then you know just for rationalisation you had to, more Upper South and Scenic South, rather than 
more the local?

Yeah, yeah just to try and get some traction and of course in those sorts of situations you end up with a few 
people doing more and more of the work, till progressively you get burnt off or they start to peter off and they 
disappear as well, certainly it was burnt out, some, for some of them, start of quite committed and then disappear 
after a while

But did you find that after the 1999 election or was it more the 2002?

Yeah after the 1999 election we certainly lost quite a few people, we still had a good medium-sized team by 
2002 and from there yeah it was a much more steep decline

And so then, I went to the Southern Regional Conference in March, so the Upper South and Scenic South 
are combined even more now, would that be right?

To be absolutely honest, I wasn't there and I haven't had that much level of involvement with the party since then 
but that's essentially how I think it's operating

All right well I watched a documentary on the Prebble campaign in '96 and there was such an enthusiasm 
amongst the students and the supporters, doing something “avant garde”, something new that Labour and 
National couldn't match. Do you remember that sort of enthusiasm, was ACT big amongst the young 
when you were around, were there other young people around in '97?

There were heaps. When I joined in '97 there were heaps of young people and we picked up quite a few around 
the '99 election and had quite a vibrant sort of, it was called Prebble's Rebels at that stage, had quite a vibrant 
sort of grouping, and yeah there were probably easily 10, 15 of us who'd regularly do stuff, and part of the reason 
for that was there was a guy called Clint Hiney who ran it at that stage, who's now in the UK, but he basically 
spent far more time devoting, devoting time to Prebble's Rebels stuff than he did to his university studies and 
right up to the '99 election he was basically just working for ACT full-time and it sort of became a social thing as 
well, sort of like Clint was organising sort of going putting posters up and that sort of stuff and a lot of them 
were doing that and then organising heaps of sort of, drinks on the weekend and that sort of thing, so it was a  
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social thing as well as a political thing, back then and certainly ACT on Campus in Dunedin has never quite 
reached that since, I put quite down quite a bit of that success at that stage down to Clint doing quite a lot of 
work and also the fact that the party as a whole at that stage had a lot more members and a lot more buzz 
happening and like you say, it  was sort of Richard Prebble trying to do something new and innovative and 
certainly once we got more used to it I think that slowed down as well

So it was pretty much up to '99 would be when you were doing something new and different?

Yeah, absolutely. And I think also what happened after the '99 election was sort of well Labour had come in at 
that stage and so there was a massive sea change and you know sort of struggling against that as well

Because there was something new in, Labour was new?

Yeah, yeah certainly in the general population would have seen it that way and we were sort of, sort of very 
much in the political wilderness at that stage, certainly when National had been in we had sort of probably had a 
little bit of influence over them, and we probably felt better about stuff because we had a government in which 
we preferred more to the Labour Party certainly anyway

So was there back then the feeling that ACT could really grow, not just be a 5% party but a 15, 20%...

Absolutely, yeah

A feeling that it was definitely realistic?

Yeah we had a candidates' conference in '99, a few months before the election and that was one of the goals we 
had, was to get to 15%. We wanted 15% and 20 MPs. We thought it was possibly attainable but of course history 
shows it didn't happen, we held our ground, in fact we increased our ground slightly in that election, but yeah we 
certainly felt  we could do a lot better than what we did

So did the enthusiasm after '99, sort of went out a bit, that ACT perhaps couldn't get beyond that, was 
there a feeling of that?

There was a worry that we wouldn't get far beyond that and certainly at that stage well Richard Prebble also lost 
his seat so as much as we pretended it didn't matter, of course it hurt, and so certainly that did probably start a bit 
of a decline in numbers and membership

So just switching tack to 2005, was it hard to get people to notice ACT in Dunedin when you were out 
campaigning, were you in survival mode then?

Pretty much in survival mode, like we were expecting to do a lot better at that election than what we did, we 
knew it was sort of a bit touch and go, but we'd done some of our own polling which showed that we were 
scoring better than we were in like all the Colmar Brunton polls which were continuously putting us at below the 
margin of error, so we actually thought we'd end up doing a lot better than what we did, so we had a lot more 
optimism than perhaps the public had seen at that stage but the end result was that the Colmar Brunton polls 
were more on to it than we were so for whatever reason we had slightly optimistic polling which certainly hadn't 
lured us into a false sense of security but it sort of, we sort of thought well we've still got to work as hard as we 
can, but we know we're going to do far better than the media say we did, but at least we won Epsom at that stage 
and were able to stay in, so the polls weren't totally wrong

So the resources sort of switched really to Epsom, you think, when you know when it was seen....

Yeah, it did towards the end of the election, when we thought well we've probably got more chance of winning 
Epsom than getting up to 5%, so we need to start putting more effort into that and certainly basically Rodney 
was just spending most of his time on Epsom at that stage and luckily had a wonderful large group of volunteers 
up there who helped him and I think that basically got round every house in the electorate

Yeah no Rodney came down and talked to the class too and he told us all about that. So what was sort of, 
you must have gone to public meetings, candidates' meetings, what was the  reaction that you got from 
people, for ACT, did they sort of laugh you off or...
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The same reaction I get at every public meeting for ACT, the same for all three elections, is very much try and 
scream me down, don't listen to anything I'm saying, I'm obviously so far right-wing I don't know what I'm 
talking about, all those sort of comments, it was kind of a fun, I actually prefer to be heckled, it makes the 
meeting more lively for me and you can actually get points across a bit more and you might get a little bit of a 
sympathy vote from some of the audience who see this, I always try to present this image of a nice young guy 
out there and stuff, and you try and get the sympathy vote from that but I think most public meetings, most 
people who go along are probably supporting one party or another, or they've already got pretty made-up views 
anyway, but you've got to keep up the appearance, I don't know how good they are for winning votes but I 
certainly enjoy them, but yeah at the last election it was basically the same reaction all the way through, that let's 
heckle him as much as we can, I didn't get any extra sense that like we were more insignificant than anything, 
that was certainly the impression that everyone tried to give you all the way through, so we've been fighting that 
right from day one, it was just that at the last election we were far further down the polls than we would like

Right well the latest Herald poll had ACT on 0.4%, I think that must be the lowest ever, surely, do you 
think ACT may have reached the end of its useful life, National seems a credible alternative government 
for 50%, ACT voters have gone home to National do you think?

No I don't think we've reached the end of our credible life, however the real poll which matters is the one on 
election day, if we're still there after the next year there's still enough of a reason for us to be there, I don't think 
we're  past  our  use-by  date,  I  think  we've  still  got  some  fresh  ideas,  sort  of  being  a  bit  of  a  critic  in  the 
Parliamentary system, I think there's a need for that, if we weren't there, I don't think National would be able to 
look at things as freshly as we do, we're quite happy to throw out the rulebooks altogether and think what's going 
to work, what's a good way forward for us, for the country and National's still a party of governance I think and I 
don't think they are quite as radical as what we are, so yeah I think yeah, we seem the most radical centre-right 
party by far, so I think there's still a need for us, but we'll see after the next election what the people think

Did you find that people are sort of less receptive to the ACT idea of radical change, given the economic 
consensus that Labour and National have built up, Rodney was on TV the other day and he was saying 
that people are doing quite well, our businesses are doing well, you know we've got so much to be positive 
about, he was saying with his new image, so I mean is there anything to fix, is that a good reason why the 
party's doing as well any more?

I think there's a whole host of reasons, we're not, I don't think we're coming across as radical as we used to be, in 
fact our policies over the elections sort of progressively got a little more middle ground, essentially, I don't know 
how much of an effect that's had on us, certainly I think it's really had a reasonably large effect, we have sort of 
moved away from a more pure Roger Douglas approach to stuff, which what attracted me initially, but I think to 
also be electable you've sort of in New Zealand you've got to be a bit more middle ground so certainly National  
and Labour have sort of moved together, in that middle ground quite a bit and I still think we still sit quite far 
away from them to provide an alternative voice and if people want that there they'll vote for it

Well you know it wasn't just ACT that declined in 2005, all the smaller parties did, apart from the Maori 
Party, do you think the other parties, the minor parties shared some of the problems of ACT, you know 
the  enthusiasm's  burned  off  and  sort  of  battling  there  to  survive,  do  you  think  when  you  were  at 
candidates' meetings, did you feel that the others were sort of battling against the same sort of tide?

Yeah somewhat, yeah definitely, and certainly at that stage we looked at the numbers and a lot of the votes went 
back to National, so I think that helped cannibalise a lot of the smaller parties' votes and a lot of the smaller 
parties which lost MPs had some sort of centre-right component like you had United Future and us there, but 
yeah I think the last election had turned into mostly a two-horse race and that affected all the small parties

OK, so it's not just, do you think it's a longer term thing than just the last election, that the small parties 
aren't new, they don't have something radical to offer, or is it just more of a one-off?

That's quite a good point, I don't know, I think we'll see what happens, I'd like to think that there is  going to be a 
role for all of the smaller parties, it certainly adds to the variety of Parliament and does help represent certain 
other parts of the population which wouldn't necessarily represent through the two major parties and I've gone 
slightly off the topic, what was the initial part of that question again?

Yeah  is  it  a  more  longer  term  thing  than  the  minor  parties  ,  the  small  parties,  people  looking  for 
something new, like the Maori Party did well because it was had something new do you think or is that...
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I'm not sure it is actually, certainly if you look along the smaller parties, a lot of them are somewhat personality 
driven, like for United Future you've got Peter Dunne, New Zealand First you've got Winston Peters, remove 
them from the party and I'm not sure how long they'd last as well, so I think certainly initially they were new and 
they were sort of bigger then because of that but they were also that personality element, with us, certainly we 
were bigger at the start because we were quite new, quite fresh for a start, but we've certainly been through a 
change of leadership so I think that sort of shows the ideas might be there to stay, but whether or not we're going 
to be there in the long term we'll see, I'd like to think we would be

Well  then  why  do you think  the  Greens  seemed to  have  managed a  better  momentum and a  more 
consistent level of performance than the other minor parties, what have they got that the other ones can't? 

I think with them, they've got that sort of “Green image”, there's a certain amount of people in the population 
who are sort of quite die-hard in the sense that they'll always be that way inclined, for example your vegetarians, 
if you're a vegetarian I think you're likely to vote Green, if you're vegetarian you're very staunch in your views 
and you're not really going to change and I think there's sort of enough of those sort of people out there who are 
those real sort of Lefty types who think George Bush is evil, all those sort of people and I think the Green Party 
supports a lot of them because they're out there, they're anti-George Bush, they're almost pro-vegetarian, sort of 
pro-environment,  and  I  think  it's  probably  fair  to  say  that  basically  all  the  parties  are  into  environmental 
sustainability but the Green Party because of its name and its history and the fact that you've sort of got some 
slightly loopy people in there is always going to attract a certain population, a certain amount of the vote of the 
population who's a bit loopy themselves, quite frankly, so I think they've sort of stabilised that image with that 
group of slightly loopy people and that's why they're continuing to do so well and a lot of young people too who 
support the Green Party and I think you know the Green Party's managed to get that image just right and there's  
sort of a link between that and a certain amount of the population that'll  continue to vote for them and are 
unlikely to vote for anyone else because they're just as loopy as the Green Party is

But  ACT hasn't  managed to  keep  those  sort  of  committed,  because  you're  on  the  other  side  of  the 
spectrum but much the same, enthusiastic people who wanted, and a lot of young people who were really 
committed and didn't want to change, but they did, that vote melted away

I think once you start getting to people who supported ACT originally, they're, a gross generalisation of course, 
but I'd say they're probably a bit more pragmatic and last election they thought “we want rid of Auntie Helen, the 
best way of doing that might be to vote for National”, because what they care about are the values and the ideas 
and the policies that are going to take the country forward, not so much based on voting for a group of people, 
like Green Party supporters might be, well that's just my idea, but yeah so they want a change of government, 
“yes we really support ACT and what they represent, but the best way certainly with Don Brash as leader of 
achieving that and getting rid of Auntie Helen this time is probably to vote National”, so I think there's quite a bit 
of that, support the values of ACT but are quite happy to vote strategically to try and get what they think is a 
better future and aren't just aligned with the party as Green Party people might be

So sort of a rational choice sort of argument...

I think so yeah, yeah very much so

...whereas Green voters might be more “I'm going to vote for them anyway, I'm always going to vote for 
them”

Yeah much more rabid, more dogmatic in their approach to policy and the parties they look at

Now we've touched on this before, but Dunedin being a Labour stronghold, do you find it hard to get 
people to listen when you're out campaigning, did the label ACT turn people off, well for a lot of people?

Yes I think it turns off, it quickly turns off a lot of people, some people are happy to talk to you but are very 
helpful  when  you're  gone,  other  people,  slightly  interested  but  certainly  Dunedin  is  very  much  a  Labour 
stronghold, to be absolutely honest after three elections and doorknocking, going out and visiting people, talking 
to them about ACT, I really wondered about the usefulness of your time, doing that sort of thing, it's great out to 
be there and to be seen but if it's not translating into votes, what can you do with your time to get more votes 
essentially, I don't think it's doorknocking, or just getting out there talking to people, because most people don't 
really care, they're not going to vote for you, I think it's a matter of trying to get out to the largest number of 
people you can, whether it be through the media or electronically, trying to promote your website, whatever, so 
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yeah I do question the usefulness of spending time when you are obviously weren't getting any votes for ACT, 
you quite quickly work out when you're talking to someone, how open they are to you and your ideas 

So was it the ACT brand which turned people off, so if you'd been saying “I'm from the Green Party and I 
support lower taxes  and all of the liberal”, would they have been more receptive, was it ACT so much as 
what you were actually saying?

I think so, certainly initially in the early days of ACT it had very much a sort of corporate, big business look, 
which has never actually been the case, but that was sort of the image of us which was painted, and I think that's 
stuck in a lot of people's minds, I think it's probably started to change  a little bit, certainly in this election, when 
we've sort of seen a softer side to Rodney Hide and it's just Rodney and Heather and so I think people don't quite  
see us the way they used to, but certainly when I've been campaigning, I have had the impression that they just 
sort of think that we're the same as the Business Roundtable essentially

Well  I've  done  some  focus  groups,  three  focus  groups  with  different  sorts  of  people,  different 
demographics and especially the older people have though ACT was a hard-right sort of party, perk-
busting, dirty politics, that sort of thing, has the image stuck though for you?

I don't think it has stuck, certainly not after the last election, probably right up till the last election there was 
quite a bit of that there, I don't think that's quite the way we're seen any more from sort of people I've come 
across and who've heard I've been an ACT candidate and sort of spoken about political stuff in the past couple of 
years, I think that's softened, but I'm not so sure that people really know what we're about anymore so much and 
that's going to be something that I think we're probably going to need to look at going into the next election. I  
think we certainly still need to have a bit of that sort of slightly radical out-there, in terms of a totally fresh 
approach side of it but certainly not being associated with big business would be a good image to put forward

So do you think you guys are so much, ACT is so much associated with that image?

I don't think so, certainly in the 2002 election we did a lot of work in trying to change that sort of, talking about 
being the party of the hard working class, all that sort of thing, and a tax cut for every worker, that sort of thing, 
that was what we started to push and I think that started to come through a little bit from there and certainly I 
think people generally have gotten to know Rodney a lot more because as you probably know, the Dancing with 
the Stars was watched by God knows how many people each week, it was quite a popular programme and they 
certainly would have seen a different side of Rodney to what maybe they expected, the sort of perk-buster sort of 
guy who's all of a sudden, there's a human side there and he's, he can be vulnerable at time

You know sure the Dancing with the Stars always, was always one of the first things to come up, when I 
did these focus groups and especially, I did one on Monday with first-year POLS students and that was 
basically all they associated with ACT, so that's probably quite a good thing, they've only got these what 
Rodney calls positive images of ACT, whereas the older people you know, ACT, hard-right, dirty sort of 
party...

[in mimicking voice] Roger Douglas! 1980s! Yeah all that sort of stuff

...and it was interesting, one of the questions, I didn't intend it to actually give me hard info, it was more 
just an icebreaker sort of question, was “when do you think ACT launched”, and virtually all the older 
people said late '80s, '80s, then the one on Monday I did with the students people said mid '90s sort of 
thing, I think it's definitely a generational sort of thing, what people associated because I got people saying 
“oh who's Roger Douglas, who's Richard Prebble”

Oh really, Roger Douglas, I would have thought most people...

Apparently not, and it did surprise me, I mean these are POLS students who are doing a New Zealand 
politics paper 

Well I think that says something about our high school system 

Well I'd have to agree there but on the other hand it's probably good that you've got a clean slate with 
younger voters 
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Yeah

Anyway back on track, ACT said originally it  wasn't a right-wing party,  then in the 1999 election a 
“mainstream centre-right party”, then the Liberal Project said you weren't a right-wing party, do you 
think this has been confusing to voters or do you think...

To be honest I don't think the voters have listened to any of that stuff, it's been more of a, probably almost more 
of an internal thing, how are we trying to promote ourselves and sort of get away from the Business Roundtable 
sort of association, I honestly don't think the general public was really listening to that sort of stuff, I could be 
wrong but

Yeah well  in  the  focus  groups  I  did not  a  single  person  recalled the  “Liberal  Party”  slogan,  people 
associated ACT with blue and green, not yellow, so I mean you don't think people were even aware of the 
liberal thing, you've been doing that for a few years

To be absolutely honest I think for people to fully understand where we're coming from with the liberal branding 
they've got to have a good idea of the concepts of classical liberalism and how that might be different to modern 
liberalism, that sort of thing. So as much as I think it was good to  try and give us sort of a slightly softer image, 
in what most people sort of think of as being as liberal, sort of your bleeding-heart, cardigan-wearing sort of 
stuff, where we were really coming from it was with the liberalism side of it was probably  way over the heads of 
a lot of people, I'm not trying to be wanky by saying that, it's just my impression, like if you're going to ask the 
average person on the street, what does the word liberal or the term liberalism mean to you, they'd probably just 
more associate it with like the cardigan-wearing sort of stuff as opposed to sort of going back to the teaching of 
the Scottish philosophers and the Enlightenment and that sort of stuff which has been where we're coming 
from

So you think it was a mistake, it was too...

No I don't think it was a mistake, I think it sort of had two uses, one for those who did sort of understand the 
term a bit more fully, but it might sort of give them a bit more food for thought about where we were coming 
from and for everyone else I just saw it as a possible sort of softening of the hard right image which they might 
have had, if the party's calling itself liberal, what actually are they, let's listen to what they've got to say, they're 
talking about tax cuts for workers and that doesn't  sound so hard right-wing after all,  it's  not all  about big 
business, it's about helping hard-working people get ahead in life

Yeah well certainly in the focus groups I asked them what they thought “liberal” meant and some of them 
said it was the opposite of conservative, others said it was the same as conservative so it seems that it was 
probably too confusing for them to understand but then on the other hand I mean no-one had noticed it 
anyway so I think you've probably got your answer there, but there seemed to be a debate around having 
a name-change, in 2002, I  mean do you think it was a mistake not to change ACT's name given the 
reactions, do you think it would have made a difference, if you had called it “The Freedom Party” for 
instance or “The Liberal Party”

Yeah depending on what it had changed to, I think part of the problem would have been if we had changed the 
name, we would have lost a lot of previous branding which had given us votes, so we would have had a chance 
of going down the gurgler I suppose. “The Freedom Party” sounds a bit wanky, what does freedom mean, what 
are we talking about here, “The Liberal Party” I didn't mind the sound of so much, but yeah no I think every 
party after a while, certainly we'd been around well 8 years or so at that stage, it was time to have that debate and 
yeah I'm quite neutral about the outcomes, which weren't there, I think “ACT – The Liberal Party” was sort of a 
good compromise, but as you say no-one noticed, had we actually changed names, people would have noticed, 
but it might have made us more insignificant in people's minds because it's like another rebranding

Another name to know?

Yeah

So you don't think it would have changed how much you've been heckled at the meetings?

Oh no I don't think so
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It'd still be, “oh that's just ACT you know”?

Yeah, pretty much the people at the public meetings were all a little bit older anyway and they all think you're 
Roger Douglas's offspring sort of thing, and they're probably all made redundant in the '80s so they're probably 
blaming you for all that

Yeah so the notes I've got from the conference in '02, the members didn't seem to keen on the Liberal 
Project and the whole idea of the Liberal Party, do you think it annoyed some of them, and then the name 
change didn't go through in the end and it seems quite a halfway-house thing, you know ACT, colon, The 
Liberal Party, do you think it annoyed some of the loyal party faithful

It did, it did, I think sort of a lot of the party faithful fall into almost two categories, you've got your people who 
were originally sort of Labour Party people but thought the best way to help Granny and little Tommy was to 
have a strong economic side to actually pursue the social views and then you've got sort of more libertarian type 
people and so there's sort of a marrying up of two slightly different groupings in there and I think sort of yeah 
going through the whole sort  of possible name-changing sort of thing did annoy both sort of groupings for 
different reasons probably

So was it a problem with ACT having these different, all these groups brought under this one umbrella, 
did you find it was...

No I didn't think it was too bad  because we all pretty much agreed on what was right at the end of the day, we 
just had slightly different reasons for getting there really

But then you had Douglas's falling out with the party, there seemed to be a division there at the top, for 
instance,  is  that  representative  of  what  the  party  was  sort  of  about,  compared with  the  Greens  for 
instance, who seemed to be the political equivalent of all intermarried with each other

I think it wasn't so much Roger Douglas falling out with the party, he'd always sort of had his very own, his own 
idea of  how things should be done,  but  the  party  sort  of  grew from there and developed a  bit  of  its  own 
momentum and went away a little bit from what Roger was wanting. But I think most people in the party were 
comfortable with that, and had sort of been comfortable with how to get there, we were quite good at sort of 
operating by consensus, like we'd talk about stuff and work out a way forward and you're not going to please 
everyone, everybody all the time so you're always going to have some people slightly unhappy but sort  of 
generally happy with the overall direction which is what I sort of think we basically achieved with our internal 
processes of talking about policy and direction and that sort of thing

In '99 you went for these more, the literature would say populist, I would say emphasising more social 
policies, justice, Treaty and so on, do you think that sort of compromised the economic dimension to ACT, 
what people seemed to remember in the focus groups was more ACT being hard on social welfare for 
instance than more of the economic stuff and they remember that too but definitely the Treaty and the 
social welfare came through

Possibly...I think that certainly had an effect of course, because well initially it was a flat tax party pretty much, 
probably how most people thought of us, and well we wanted to expand from there to show that we were more 
than just that and sort of show some of the other ideas which flowed from the same values we had, so I think it 
was about sort of giving a fuller picture, because it certainly did take away from the sort of flat tax argument, 
yeah

So in the focus groups people thought it was quite like New Zealand First, that sort of party, they didn't 
think of ACT as being that distinctive economic party that you would have been seen probably in '96, was 
it bad that you went to the populist sort of policies?

I don't know if it was bad as such, certainly at that stage we wanted 15% of the vote and 20 MPs, to achieve that  
we thought we needed more policy than just a low flat tax, low flat tax has gotten us Wellington Central and 5, 
6% of the vote. To go beyond that we kept that there as a message but also expanded out into the other messages, 
so yeah certainly it detracted from the economic side, in hindsight now was it a good thing? Possibly not, if we 
had just kept on that hard core economic side, who know's, we might still be at 5% now, I don't know

It seems to me it's sort of awkward in a way this social conservatism with this economic liberalism, you 
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know putting them together might have, I don't know whether confused is the right word, but certainly 
might have annoyed some people in the party, the young people who were sort of more the liberal side in 
'96 and then you seemed to be this more conservative, National rural voter sort of target

Well certainly you have had those sort of two groupings,  socially liberal and sort of slightly more socially 
conservative groupings within ACT, I think a slight clash between them but yeah certainly, I don't think that 
really caused much of an issue at the time, it's just more sort of watering down our initial sort of economic side 
to be more than purely an economic party side of stuff

So just within the membership that wasn't a problem?

No,  no like generally speaking most ACT people tend to be fairly easy going and so you sort of agree to 
disagree if there was ever a major problem but I don't recall any major problems of people trying to howl each 
other down over different policies we had, it never really came up as we were sort of more could see the overall 
direction of where we were going and were happy with that 

So it was sort of a more pragmatic strategy?

Oh absolutely

And you did, you expanded your vote in '99 so I guess it worked then but did you find that sort of the 
young people drifted away after '99 with that image or not so much?

Down here it's slightly different because as I said before that guy Clint Hiney helped keep a lot of young people 
together up to the '99 election and beyond, sort of after he left and wasn't devoting so much time we did have 
sort of more young people disappearing but then we still had quite a few involved by 2002 but I think it's more 
from 2002 onwards that where there was not as many young people around and that was possibly part of it, but 
also by that stage people sort of coming through university at that stage were much more children of the '80s 
who were much more “me me me” and probably just concerned with their studies so much as getting involved 
and spending time doing political stuff, which you can understand 

Well in the focus groups too people tended to align National and ACT quite close together, do you think 
that in '99 you went as “National's stable coalition partner” and I think sort of branded yourselves then 
and again those conservative social policies, do you think that harmed the party, in 2005 I guess people 
saw you as indistinguishable from National

Well we were indistinguishable from Don Brash at that stage, certainly...

Do you think that had been built up, that image because when you were quite, had been quite similar to 
National?

Yeah well we've always said National's the coalition partner, or the party we're more likely to have as a coalition 
partner but we have always said always from the start that we're happy to work with anyone who has similar 
views and values to us, which at the moment really is just only been the National Party all the way through. It 
probably has harmed us a little bit, but then we can't fight against National too much either because then we 
might never be in coalition with them I suppose if they end up hating us, so it's a matter of sort of trying to work 
with  them in  policy  but  also  we're  trying  to  be  the  party  of  influence  all  the  way  through,  like  I  think 
undoubtedly we've changed the agenda of Parliament from 10 years ago. The way I'm looking at things is quite 
different than if you go back to a lot of it, it goes back to ACT sort of challenging the governance style and 
making governments to be sort of more open to different ideas, I remember, I can't,  there's a quote from a 
government minister once, I can't quite remember which one it was, you'll probably know, it was sort of like, 
“whenever I'm thinking of policy or something coming through one of the departments, will this survive Rodney 
questioning us in the House?”, I can't remember who that one was, so we have managed to change some of the 
psyche of some of the way things are done

So when you say ACT changing the agenda, would that include the idea of tax cuts?

Yeah, we've got a lot of stuff on to, certainly on to the mainstream debate, which wouldn't have been there at the 
start, like you go back to for example Treaty settlements, back in '99 we were pushing for full, fair and final 
Treaty settlements, we were howled down for being racist, and now that's basically the policy of every party in 
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Parliament. Tax cuts, we were told right from the start that that could never happen, you're taking money off, 
money out of health and education, and yet  now you're  developing consensus  where that is  where they're 
probably going to be inevitable at some stage, certainly where it's acceptable to talk about them, the concept of 
them, as being something, as being sort of pro-worker as opposed to back in the old days, it was sort of like “ah, 
it's ACT just pushing the  tax cuts for business” which was never the case

Yeah that's interesting, in the focus group I did on Monday, you know the Treaty timelines and the one 
law for all sort of thing, something which you usually think of as coming from ACT, on Monday one 
person said they thought “oh ACT wasn't very good, with one law for all because they're copying it from 
National” which I think, they said “oh it looks really stupid, ACT's just copying what National did at the 
last election”

[Laughs]

Yeah I had to suppress a smile there but does ACT get the credit for it?

No we don't get the credit for it and like you, like that person they've got no idea that ACT [sic, actually means 
“National”?] had actually stolen those ideas from us the election before and another one where we sort of set the 
agenda for a while was getting tough on crime, like come on, is there something about that, but no I don't think 
we do always get credit for it, but then again we've set out to be the party of influence as well so the fact that 
we've changed the stuff that's acceptable now is a good thing, it'd be nice to get the credit for it, of course, but if 
at the end of the day, in a hundred years' time, whatever happens with ACT, people are looking back and saying 
it was that party which maybe moved the country ahead ten years faster than it would have been otherwise , I 
think that's a good thing

So do you think ACT's job sort of done then, all these ideas are on the mainstream agenda, ACT's been 
the party of influence, is that all...

I don't think ACT's job is done yet because we might have gotten all these ideas on the agenda, but  I think we 
need to be there to make sure they're implemented, certainly if it gets to the point where the ideas are in and are 
implemented and the voters don't want us anymore, that's fine, we'll go off into the wilderness and do whatever 
else we're going to do with our lives, but I certainly think there's still a need for us there, make sure that the 
parliamentary creature doesn't end up going off in a different direction, and if we can influence that by being 
there, then yeah I think we've got a place there to do that

So ACT's still very much in to win as many votes as possible, not just there to hang around, to  influence 
the policies, it's definitely there to maximise the vote?

No, no, we're there to maximise our vote, get our values out there and hopefully be a part of government, 
whether directly or indirectly, which is promoting the values of freedom, prosperity for everyone

All right well in the focus group equally people found that ACT, difficult to say what ACT actually stood 
for, do you think, did you find when you were out campaigning that you found that people actually knew 
what ACT stood for?

Umm, generally I think I probably did, certainly I think if you've been talking to a lot of younger people coming 
through, they'd probably just watch TV and didn't pay too much attention last election, as they were probably 
just fifth form or equivalent at that stage but most of the people I came across had a fair idea of where we were 
coming from I think, even if it's just the Roger Douglas tax cuts side of it, or getting tough on beneficiaries, that 
sort of stuff, but I think people still had an idea of where we were coming from at that stage, it might have been 
indistinguishable from Don Brash, but yeah I still had the impression people knew what we were on about 
mostly

So it wasn't a stereotyped image, it wasn't just hard-right, they knew, they actually knew it was about tax 
and Treaty time-limits, do you think you were fairly successful at getting that?

Yeah I think so, I think a bit of that is stereotypes, certainly amongst a certain amount of the population who sort 
of follows these things from election to election

I think we've sort of touched on this, but Roger Douglas and Richard Prebble,  whenever I did focus 
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groups with older people, you know middle aged and older people, you know they were perceived pretty 
negatively and “Mad Dog Prebble” came up pretty quickly, but it was usually for their actions with the 
Fourth Labour Government, rather than what they did for ACT, that gave them that, I mean did you find 
it hard to get people to be receptive to ACT because of these connotations that these former Labour 
people, Douglas and Prebble namely, had, when you were out campaigning?

Oh of course, yeah, yeah some older people, they'd just switch off immediately, or they'd bring up something 
about the '80s or whatever and switch off and didn't hear a thing. There's no point in talking to them any more, 
and I've always been quite good at picking up when someone's switched off and I'm not going to waste my time 
any more, I'm not going to waste their time, so I'll move on but yeah there's still quite a lot of people out there 
who do just think sort of 1980s reforms, basically and we get the blame for that now and the Labour Party 
doesn't

Which is interesting

Which is interesting, because there's still a significant number of Cabinet ministers now who were members of 
that government, so certainly I think that might be even part of the current Labour Party's success is the fact that  
umm...

You've taken the flak

...we've taken the flak for the 1980s, all the bad stuff from the 1980s, well it wasn't  necessarily bad, it was 
necessary, but the hurt which came out of the necessary changes which needed to be made, from having run a 
closed economy for so long

So do you think, Rodney Hide, he wasn't in the Fourth Labour Government, I mean do you think that's 
where he could be more successful, I mean the fact that he doesn't have, you know the first time when 
Rodney Hide came in, in fact even when he was there just as a good MP, do you think that was quite good 
because he didn't have those connotations, that history of the Fourth Labour Government?

Absolutely, and that's something I think we'll see from this election and onwards depending on where we end up 
in Parliament after that, the 1980s people are gone, we're a party of Rodney Hide and supporters now, I think 
people probably generally associate Rodney Hide with ACT now, or ACT with Rodney and that Rodney is just 
sort of this quite fun guy who goes on Dancing with the Stars. I think we are going to see quite a change of some 
elements of the population as to how ACT's perceived

So do you think it hurt having Prebble and Douglas there for so long, they were there right up till well,  
'04, do you think if ACT had try and shed that 1980s image earlier, do you think it would have helped?

Possibly, but in a sense we also needed it to maintain a certain level of the vote because if you look at what 
happened after Richard left our vote, certainly in the polls, our polling went down. So there was a certain amount 
of people out there who loved Richard and would vote for him and they might not have been so inclined to after 
he'd gone

So it seems a very much double-edged sword you know, you've got people who really liked Prebble and 
Douglas and would vote for them, a lot of people who wouldn't, but take them away and you'd risking 
those people who did like them, it seems quite a hard balancing act?

Yeah I think that's, you've struck the nail on the head with that issue, absolutely, sort of like Richard Prebble 
kept a certain amount of the vote there, but also take him away and that goes possibly and I don't know if we try 
and work out a mix of maybe trying to get those people back or whatever, and I think part of that might depend 
on sort of the policy mix we have at the next election and sort of how watered-down it might be from where we 
were originally 

So would it be fair to say that Prebble and Douglas sort of acted like a ceiling on the party and would get 
you quite a good 5%, 7%, but then was always going to be impossible to reach those people who, beyond 
that, who said you know “'80s, Rogernomics, I'm not voting for that”, do you think that sort of acted as a 
ceiling...

I think so 
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...which made you a good 5% party, but an impossible 15% party?

That's quite possible but remove them and a lot of the gravitas of the party's gone as well so

So it would have been a big risk?

Oh I think so, and I don't think we should have looked at them leaving any earlier than what they did really, sort 
of had them there to get the party started and we'll see, see from here the Rodney Hide ACT Party and how that 
does

Yeah that ties in well basically with what I've been thinking. Now there's a 1996 newspaper article which 
said “ACT New Zealand is a rich macho, white man's party” and in 2007, the focus groups I did said 
“ACT represents  tax cuts for the rich,  not just  tax cuts”,  I  asked them what occupations would you 
associate  with ACT: lawyers, doctors, professionals, the rich people, businessmen. Is it always going to 
have this image of white, well-off people?

I think that's the image that the media certainly portrayed of us, I think the media's got a lot to do with that, but 
as you would be quite aware the media are very selective when they're putting forward their version of events, 
like the amount of press release functions I've been along to where we've been putting out like a great story about 
how we're the party for a tax cut for every worker, ends up talking, you know watching news and they're just 
talking about tax cuts for business and that sort of thing, so I think a lot of that's down to the media and people 
maybe not going behind, reading exactly what we're really on about and people are quite inclined I think to be 
lazy and just listen to what they believe in the media. Certainly I probably don't help that image myself, because 
I'm a little white lawyer [laughs] who's been involved in the party for ages, but having said that not everyone in 
the party is like me, I do probably fall into that category of people who are ACT voters and who would be 
traditionally thought of as being ACT voters. I can't help that, but I ended up supporting the party because that's 
what my beliefs and values were, right from a young age, not because I'm trying to protect my position or 
anything else like that

And it seems ACT did really try to get rid of that image, I mean you had Donna Awatere-Huata, OK, she 
went sour, it went sour in the end but you had Kenneth Wang didn't you and also a lot of female MPs in 
the party, you know in these boxfiles I've got a newsletter from the ACT women's caucus,  you know April 
1998, you know these sorts of things, you know ACT seemed to really try to counter this image but yet you 
know 10 years later still people are saying rich, white businessmen, that sort of thing, do you think it's 
been pretty hard to combat that?

I think that's mostly media driven to be absolutely honest, because we have done everything we can to try and 
counteract that and yeah and like you say we've tried to have a slightly bit more of a mix of MPs, but I suppose 
all in all it's certainly most of the guys that we have certainly fall into the category of people who you'd expect, 
certainly sort of the white lawyers sort of thing, but we have tried but you can only do so much at the end of the 
day

I'd have to agree, I mean that was probably unfair, because you actually look at the National Party more, 
before the last election anyway, and they're, they're probably far more white male than ACT was

Absolutely and in fact before the last election we had one of the, I think we had the highest percentage of women 
in any party anywhere in the world at one stage. The Green Party has now taken that over of course 

You're 50/50 now

We're 50/50 now, I think they're slightly more

So yeah that's interesting, that's stuck for some reason, or for whatever reason, it's stuck with people, but 
definitely I mean I was surprised even the people on Monday, the POLS students seemed to have that 
image, so I mean it's obviously something which is very, surface level  and there for whatever reason

Well it's easy to attach labels I suppose..

I guess so
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...and since we traditionally haven't been associated with a lot of, a lot of policy areas, it's sort of like tax cuts, 
rich white men sort of thing, yeah

Do you think ACT's been guilty of watering-down policies, with the going away from compulsory super 
for instance was one of them, sort of a core ACT sort of policy in '96, then in tax you went from OK no 
income tax, that was at the start before Prebble came in, to a flat tax, to a two-tier system phased over five 
years, do you think it would have been better if you'd just been the flat tax party and kept doing that?

I think so, of course we're guilty of watering policy down, you can see how it has been watered-down election to 
election in some areas, certainly I think with regards to a flat tax I think we should have kept that, nice simple 
argument and I think it would still work, but we were sort of getting to the point where everything was sort of 
going towards the middle ground, if we were too extreme would we lose votes? If you water it down too far, 
you're going to lose votes, because people perceive you as becoming weak. But yeah certainly I'm much more of 
a fan of keeping it slightly more pure, certainly with the superannuation kind of stuff, I haven't got a firm opinion 
on that, I think we'd still need to do a bit more work before we work out what we're going to do there, but the tax 
side of it, yep, I would have been a fan of a low flat tax  absolutely and with ultimately removing the tax off, 
income taxation altogether would be what I think would be a great ideal, just having a tax on consumption

So you'd still stick with the Douglas sort of solution?

Yeah absolutely, but starting off with removing, or starting off with a flat tax, but whether or not the general 
population will ever buy it, or believe it, remains to be seen, I don't think they ever would

So was it the pragmatic versus pure sort of strategy and that was sort of what Prebble brought in with the 
more pragmatic sort of strategy

Yeah, I suppose you get that with almost any party but certainly because we were sort of based, or sort of started 
off with an original base of values...

Not politics

....yeah exactly, but they, to try and become more electable, you become more pragmatic and you try to water 
them down and you see that with sort of an element of the party of libertarianism and that's the category I pretty 
much put myself in, like I quite like the thought of sort of a more pure libertarian point of view but no ultimately, 
at the end of the day it's not practical, so you've got to be pragmatic and water it  down to the level you're 
comfortable with and you think might be electable basically

But obviously that pragmatism probably annoyed some of the more loyal people in ACT?

Oh of course it did, and we lost a few when we did that so sort of come last election, we were quite watered-
down and didn't do so well, people just sort of drifted off

So do you think that the de-emphasis you had really had of that economic stuff, in '99 when you went 
slightly more conservative social policies, well not really so much that they were conservative, but just 
emphasising the social policies, you know the Treaty, justice and so on, do you think that represented a 
watering-down to voters, do you think that sort of “oh they're not going on about a flat tax any more”?

It was a watering-down from our original economic perspective, of course it was but I think it was probably the 
right decision at the time because we were trying to show that we were more than just the low flat-tax party

So it wasn't you know, Chris, Chris Rudd my supervisor said you know “well I don't know whether it was 
a watering-down so much as that you just augmented your taxation policies with the equivalent social 
policies”, do you think that would be a fair way of saying it or do you think to voters it did seem more of a 
watering down, a moderation?

I don't know what voters would have thought at the time, some of them would have seen it as a watering down 
but certainly it was an augmentation, what we were coming from in a values sense, with the taxation side of 
stuff, I mean we sat at that time as a party just sort of expanding that out. It was a watering-down from the 
taxation side but it was also an augmentation as well into a broader range of policy areas
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And now you've got policies focusing on transparency and accountability,  is  what he's stressing,  I've 
compared every ACT policy since '96, that was a job...

I bet it was

...in fact I haven't put the latest one, but the website for the first time had something different, you know 
wanting transparency, accountability, “Smart Green”, you know for the first time, do you think that's still 
continuing that moderation?

Oh partially, but also we've also had a bit of focus on the bill we've got before the select committee and that's 
sort of tying in with that. Is it a watering-down or is sort of an expanding out into different areas with the same 
values, I think it's probably all of the above. Like sure we've moved away from the low flat tax, because we're 
never going to gain much traction and if we keep on bleating on about it it will sound like we're just a broken 
record,  so  we've  got  to  find  other  things  within  our  values  which  voters  will  listen  to  and  that  sort  of 
transparency and cutting red tape, that sort of thing does strike a nerve with people and that's one of the things 
we, that's close to our hearts as well

So “transparency”, “accountability” seems a lot less than actually saying “tax cuts” for instance, would 
that be a fair comment do you think?

Of course it does, it sounds a lot softer, but it's, I think it's sort of evolved with time as well and that's sort of 
where we've come to and to what we're talking about as a party today, I suppose, come next election I think we'll  
see a bit more of a focus on the economic side of stuff again, as well as sort of some of the softer keeping 
government accountable, accountability for ratepayer, taxpayer dollars, that sort of thing

Well Rodney's been on TV quite a lot in the last week, with the book coming out, and he said that the ACT 
brand was dead at the last election, that he was moving on to something new that was positive, do you 
think that's a fair comment, that brand of economic liberalism with social conservatism sort of died off at 
the last election

I think, well we did take such a hammering that we do have to take stock of where we are, where we're going to 
end up in the next election I'm not exactly sure, you probably have a better idea than I would at the moment, 
having looked into it, but I don't think we were totally socially conservative either, which is something you spell 
out, there was certainly, the libertarian side of ACT, there's always been quite a socially liberal side in ACT as 
well and take for example the our wanting more accountability for beneficiaries, I don't think that's necessarily 
socially conservative, it's more about people taking responsibility for their own lives and that's part of liberalism 
as well

Yeah I mean you say that but you know in the focus groups, it was taking babies away from their mums, 
that sort of thing, do you think you might turn it round to a liberal argument but do you think most 
people saw it more as hard right?

Well people's knee-jerk reactions, who weren't  sort of being terribly aware of where we were coming from 
philosophically, of course, of course they would and that was always a risk we were going to take I suppose but 
enough people would sort of believe we were coming from and vote for us on those lines, so you never get on 
with all the voters

So  I  mean  if  ACT  was  indistinguishable  from  Don  Brash,  especially  rather  than  National,  a  more 
pragmatic strategy would be just to continue being the way you were earlier because you know John 
Key's moved National right to the centre?

Well I've never been fully in charge of where the party's going, certainly I would have liked to have kept more of 
an economic focus, the liberalism side of stuff, just sort of kept that focus all the way through, but things evolve 
with time, you've got to move with that

In the focus groups people tended to feel that ACT's policies were pretty complicated, you know they'd sit 
down and analyse policies rather than instantly knowing where the party would stand, they said “National 
and Labour you know where they stand, but ACT, you've got to sit down and do some work”, do you 
think that's a fair comment, ACT seems to have a lot of policy?
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Well it is probably quite fair and because we're a little bit different in our approach, sort of outside mainstream, 
then yeah I think that's true and that's something we'd probably want, for people to actually sit down and think 
about where we come from, “this is a bit different, I've got to think about this, let's think about this and where are 
they coming from, ah that's why, that makes sense” so yes I think we want people to think

Do you think that's realistic sort of in a TV soundbite sort of age, that people would sit down and think?

Yeah and then you're competing with a TV soundbite, sort of the hard right-wing, Business Roundtable type 
party, so yes, but how do you get that out to voters, it's a bit tougher, certainly I think the internet's helped with 
that, so yeah there is that tough sort of line between, balance between trying to make people think about policy, 
and then you're also competing with these very negative soundbites of you and you can't always get your policy 
out in a soundbite though we do try

Just with what's happened since the last election, do you think ACT's got more, smaller ambitions now, is 
it just keep Rodney in Epsom and down here, is it, is there sort of the feeling, that you'll just keep Rodney 
in Epsom and be a Jim Anderton, good local MP sort of party, is it an Auckland party now?

I don't think so, I think there's still, we've still got enough values which appeal to people throughout the country, 
like sure we need to be pragmatic and make sure that Epsom is our fortress, and I think the party's always had 
quite a focus on going for the party vote, that's something that as candidates was being plugged to us at every 
election, “we're a party going for the party vote” and that was a message I always put out publicly, if you like 
what I'm saying, don't vote for me, in fact I've suggested people give their vote to Katherine Rich, but if you like 
what I say, vote for the party vote and I don't think that focus is going to change, sure we keep Epsom as a 
stronghold to make sure we stay in Parliament, but we also go for the party vote to make sure we get Heather 
plus some more MPs in there and grow from there, and get us over the five percent threshold again  

So you're still very much going for the party vote...

Oh absolutely

...not just going to win Epsom

Yeah, no, we're not an Epsom only party, not yet

So do you think that obviously ACT's less present nationally, even down here Gerry Eckhoff always had 
things in the paper, down here do you think that's sort of, ACT not having that local...

Oh of course, it's going to be a lot tougher, but come next election say for example if I'm running again I think 
most people in Dunedin probably now associate me quite a bit with the ACT Party, so they're still going to see 
that local, that sort of local presence as well

So do you think, sorry this is more of a sidestep, but do you think that ACT needs a circuit-breaker sort of 
issue to get people to latch on, I mean we've seen Dancing with the Stars which seems to have got Rodney a 
lot of coverage but is not a political issue and his Regulatory Responsibility Bill I mean might be a great 
piece of legislation but it's  not going to get  people shouting from the rooftops about it,  from general 
voterland, do you think ACT needs some sort of event, whether it's generated by the party or generated 
by, for instance National had the Orewa Speech for instance, and the Greens went from going on about 
genetic modification to climate change, do you think you need some sort of issue?

I think absolutely it would help, as to what it's going to be, I don't know, whether or not we can find one before 
the next election I don't know, but certainly yes of course something like that would be great and that reminds 
me of a story Rodney was telling, he was at a school fair a while back and he agreed to be the person at the top 
who you sort of throw all the wet sponges at sort of thing, to raise money for the school and he heard some kids 
talking, and the kid said, that guy's Rodney Hide, and they said who's Rodney Hide and one said oh I don't know, 
isn't  he  an  athlete  or  something  so  certainly  I  think  people  probably  know who Rodney Hide  is  but  don't 
necessarily know exactly who he is, so certainly if we had some event like an Orewa Speech which sort of got us 
back into the political side of stuff, yes I think that'd be great, but often those sort of things you can't plan for, but 
they just happen, there's sort of a tipping point which occurs and yeah certainly I would like that to happen in 
some form for the party
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Do you think that's what ACT sort of lacked, because people in the focus groups, “ACT's banging on, 
saying the same old things” and you know I think perkbusting was that sort of circuit-breaker in the '90s, 
it was a way of putting your ideas through in a very accessible way, after that you didn't you seem you 
could really, I guess the Liberal Project could have been a circuit-breaker, it was probably never really 
going to appeal to people but you know just some sort of whiz-bang political change, that's sort of what 
the party lacked, some big issue of some sort?

Yeah I certainly think it would have been good if it had have happened, I kind of always hoped that that would 
happened in the 2002 election, because at that stage we had a get tough on crime policy, that's always been our 
policy, but we were really pushing at at that stage, and that's when we had a lot of those, I don't know the pizza 
worker murders and the guy on P going around shooting up people in banks and that sort of thing, I kind of 
hoped that would have been a tipping point for people to realise that our policies were what the country needed 
but it didn't really happen then, yeah certainly I'd quite like to see something like that in the next while yeah

But yeah I know you can't just magic them out of the air either, I mean I guess maybe it was that ACT's 
always been seen as so outlandish by people that nothing will surprise them...

Well that's possible as well I suppose

...with the Orewa Speech, suddenly for National to say that was different do you think, ACT's circuit 
breaker would have been to say that you were merging with Labour...

Or the Greens!

...or the Greens, which I guess you've seen sort of things like that with Rodney working with the Greens 
and that's sort of raised people's eyebrows, on the other hand most people would never have noticed that 
anyway

Oh I think people sort of notice, probably not in a major way,  if anything it might make them think that we're 
more watered down than what perhaps we are

Certainly a break-in you need, but it's certainly something different

Yeah

Do you think, in the focus groups, the dancing and the swimming with Rodney came through heaps, 
people liked that, but do you think it's changed ACT's image for the better or just Rodney's image?

It's certainly changed Rodney's image and it's changed ACT's image as well, I think more people might be open 
to us, whether or not they're going to vote for us is another question, but I think having them more open toward 
us, maybe listening what we're about this time round

So it's more that clearing the decks in readiness for something new to be put on?

Yeah, none of the guys from the '80s are there, here's this fresh new guy Rodney Hide, you sort of know who he 
is, let's hear what he's got to say this election, so that's what I'm hoping, so in a sense we might have already seen 
that tipping-point, but it hasn't actually happened yet, we've sort of as you say, cleared the decks, slightly fresher 
Rodney, people might be more open to what he's saying this time round

So in the groups people saw the dancing as “Rodney as Rodney” rather than Rodney, ACT Party leader 
and definitely the Close Up piece they had last week on the book, the only time ACT was mentioned was 
when the piece was introduced as “ACT Party leader Rodney Hide”, not once in the whole report did 
ACT come through, do you think there's a danger that you're going to be a personality party?

Of course, that's the danger as well, but whether or not that ends up killing us, we'll know down the track, we've 
happily survived one leadership change, I think certainly if the party grows again we won't be just a personality-
based party then but that's certainly a danger at the moment of course it is, but might also get more people 
listening to where we're coming from in the end

The people seemed to be divided, I asked them what they thought about the dancing and so on, one half 
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thought “you know, no, it was going to help ACT” but there was a distinct group of people also who made 
ACT into a more of a joking party, a bit of a laugh but not a credible proposition, I was surprised, I 
thought people would be more overwhelmingly positive than they were, because you did get these people, 
and I  guess  it  may be  that  they  were  just  always  going  to  be  anti-ACT,  some of  these  people  were 
obviously anti-ACT people, but you know do you think there's a danger that you're going to be seen more 
as an entertainment vehicle?

Some people might, they're not going to vote for us anyway, what you're telling me I think is actually quite 
positive, if that means half the people are more open to us now, I think that's a greater thing

No I think so, I think you're probably right because you didn't have that before

No absolutely not, I daresay you probably only have found 15, 20% of people were open to us and only a 
fraction of them would vote for us, so if half the people are more open to us, no I think that's exciting

So because I mean people definitely admired Rodney for everything he's done and it came through that 
he's really respected for that which I guess is a change because I think in '99-2000 people had got worn 
down by some of  the perk-busting, muckrating,  this  is  just  going by things that I've got in all  these 
boxfiles, that perk-busting had run its course?

Oh that had certainly run its course, and run its course not long after it started I think, it helped get us noticed and 
showed that we were making government accountable and that was good, but it's not something you want to 
keep pushing for too long because you will start to look like the goody-good in the classroom after a while

But there are still people who liked perk-busting...

Oh of course there are

....because it put accountability into a really practical sort of sense, taxi bills and so on, which I guess what 
Rodney's doing now with the transparency and accountability is much the same thing...

Well not in the extreme silly examples that you see there

...but not in those practical sort of ways, well do you think that's still the danger that he's talking all this 
transparency and accountability,  because a lot  of people probably wouldn't understand what he's  on 
about with that, but they would have with Jonathan Hunt's taxi bills, and I know it's a stereotyped sort of 
thing, but it did seem to be more of a practical policy

Oh I agree, it was more of a soundbite, media, the perk-busting, of course it does  but at the end of the day we've 
also got to try and be putting good policy out there and the sort of more slightly vague bill is a way of doing that, 
even if it doesn't really get much noticed, at the end of the day if it gets passed it's going to be better for the 
country, for everyone, and we'll be happy for having achieved that, we might not get the soundbites we would 
have liked but again if we have made a positive change that's a good thing

ENDS
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 :  –  Appendix VI Transcript Interview with 
 Gavin Middleton

5 August 2007

AUTHOR: So you were communications manager from 1998 onwards, or did I get that wrong?

MIDDLETON: No, no I joined ACT in '98, working as a research assistant in '99, it was really around 2001 that 
I took on the communications role and initially it was more sort of focused on communicating between the MPs 
and the public directly, doing all the direct communications strategy, the direct mail, the e-mail, the website 
stuff, rather than working with the media as such, their role came along much later and it was only after the 2005 
election that I became sort of press secretary, because I have a lot more experience dealing with technology and 
the direct side of things

So when you joined in '98, how did you get involved?

I moved to Wellington for university and took a couple of politics papers out of interest and next thing I know I  
found them very interesting and my tutor was the president of Young Labour and she knew people who worked 
in the Parliamentary office for ACT and knew that was roughly where I stood and recommended that they take 
me on as a volunteer, which they did

So do you remember a sort of enthusiasm back then, were there a lot of young people involved?

Yeah there were a lot of young people involved across the spectrum and that was '98, yeah there were, there 
were a lot of young people involved right across the spectrum but ACT on Campus was quite strong at Victoria 
University at that stage

OK, because I watched a documentary on the Prebble campaign in '96, a TV documentary, you probably 
know about that, and there was this enthusiasm amongst the supporters and especially the students you 
know that they were doing something “avant garde”, something new, different, something different that 
Labour  and  National  couldn't  match,  was  there  that  feeling  still  in  '98,  that  there  was  something 
different?

Not to the same degree, because in '96 you were breaking in from outside, in '99 we were already there, but in 
'99 it was about sort of keeping this miracle alive, you know we were the only new party to come into Parliament 
from outside in '96 and everybody said we wouldn't last, everybody said we wouldn't be able to make it back, 
there was a feeling in Wellington Central that we were battling against a National, well battling against a switch 
from the centre-right to the centre-left, National was toast, everybody felt like National was toast, for us to 
survive was really going to be quite something special and I think the '99 campaign was really, the fact that we 
increased from eight MPs to nine MPs, while we didn't get the 15 we were hoping for, there was a huge sense of 
achievement just that we were still there

That 15, that's something that Willie mentioned, you know the 15% target in '99, was there the feeling 
that that was a realistic target in '99?

Absolutely, and I think polling-wise we picked it around 10%, like around 9.7, 10.3, somewhere around there 
and yeah I mean the National Party was very weak in '99, the '99 election was when National got thrown out of 
government so you know they were very weak and I think that we could do very well out of that

So the ACT sort of ambition, it was around that 10-15%, at that time?

Our polling was always showing that there's about 20% of the electorate who would consider voting for ACT 
and most of those people are otherwise voting for National but there's a fair bunch that are otherwise voting for 
Labour as well, they're on the right of Labour, so that 10 or 15%, 50% or 75% of those people who would 
consider voting for us, but we've always seen that as fairly resistant
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Well in the latest poll I found ACT got 0.4%, I think that must be the lowest, pretty much the lowest ever, 
National 50%, do you think that ACT may have reached the end of its life, you know ACT voters have 
gone back to National, gone home, is it sort of the aberration that National wasn't doing that well for 10 
years, not that ACT's doing badly now?

We've noticed a trend in MMP politics where the larger party is doing very poorly, the smaller parties do well, 
when the Labour Party does very poorly, the Greens do well as well but when the larger party is doing very well 
the smaller parties suffer a great deal and we've seen that I think with Labour recently rebounding a bit and the 
Greens dropping below 5 in one poll recently, so I think certainly the strength of Don Brash and John Key doing 
National has hurt ACT a great deal, I don't think it means necessarily ACT's at the end of the road, and what 
we've seen with Rodney since the 2005 election is him really trying to carve out a different brand and try to find 
his own different  market  and we recognised that  we can't  survive  long-term as  just  a  temporary home for 
disillusioned National voters or voters who want a hard edge to National, yeah we've positioned ourselves in the 
past as being sort of the hard edge to National, the leading edge, you know we'll have the most brutal crime 
policy ever, the toughest welfare policy and we've moved away from all that because that is only a temporary 
opportunity for ACT

Well Rodney's out stressing the free market and the free enterprise message a bit more than previously, 
but is that still relevant now, this idea of change, is there something to fix, you know Rodney was on TV 
last week and he was saying you know we've got to be positive, businesses are doing well, we're doing well, 
you know there's so much to be positive about, so is there still something for ACT to fix?

Absolutely, even though, not trying to be a party political broadcast, but there's still plenty that's not going right 
and there's still plenty that we'd like to change and I mean we're still seeing plenty of legislation passed that ACT 
is strongly opposed to and there's plenty of things that have been passed, especially in the last 9 years, that ACT 
would still like to sort

But compared with the mid-'90s,  when there was something you know, that ACT had these ideas of 
change, that you could bring in and there seemed to be quite a mood to some sort of change, definitely 
with ACT polling then 7%, is there still that mood that we need some sort of shake-up, or is there a more 
consensus?

I don't think that there's the same appetite for a continuation of Roger Douglas's policies, that there was, I mean 
when ACT was founded in 1994 one of the first pieces of merchandise that I saw, one of the first pieces of ACT 
merchandise that I saw was a “Roger Douglas for Prime Minister” sticker, I don't sense the same appetite for that 
any more in New Zealand, but I mean what Rodney's doing is trying to rebrand the party into different ways, so 
sort of a move away from an obvious association with Douglas and Richard and you know trying to find where 
people are at now

Well I think we've touched on this, but I'll ask it anyway, all the small parties at the last election, it wasn't 
just ACT, went down, apart from the Maori Party of course, do you think the other parties share similar 
problems, the enthusiasm's sort of died away and now you're battling there to survive compared with '96 
or '99?

I would say that the real problem we had, or the real problem small parties had in 2005 was that it became a two-
horse race between National and Labour but to a point every election is a two-horse race between National and 
Labour but the problem they had this time was that United and New Zealand First both ran the line of “we'll talk 
first to whoever's the largest party”. And so to a point the small parties actually created their own problem 
because then it became whether to vote for National or Labour, rather than for New Zealand First, United Future 
or ACT or the Greens. Yeah it is a problem we all had, I don't know, there's a lot of talk about whether it was the  
public rejecting MMP and rejecting small parties, but I'm not convinced of that, I suspect it was more a sort of,  
well I'm not convinced it's a one-time phenomenon either, because you've seen National and Labour are both 
holding up very strongly in the polls, but I'm not convinced that it's a long-term trend

So you think that maybe at the moment, you think you're seeing this large party dominance but two 
elections down the track, one or two elections down the track it might be different?

You might end up with, yeah, more representation of small parties, the difficulty is going to be for the small 
parties to survive the scarier times, because I mean the Progressives can stay in as long as Jim Anderton wants to 
stay in Parliament, United's going to have sort of, as long as Peter Dunne holds Ohariu-Belmont, ACT's very 
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safe in Epsom, so as long as Rodney's going there, we're around, but if you're the Greens, you're one bad election 
away from oblivion and once you're out of Parliament it's extremely difficult to get back in and I mean the 
Alliance, they've vanished, and the same sort of thing for New Zealand First, if Winston decides not to stay 
around, they're toast, so the difficulty for the small parties is waiting for their time to come round again, whereas 
even if they're National, you can have two or three really shocking elections and still come back

In saying that the Greens still manage to get a better momentum and a more consistent performance over 
the years, even in the in-between years, than the other small parties and then in 2005 I think they fared 
the least-worst of all the other, of the small parties, in terms of how much they lost, what do they have that 
ACT doesn't, apart from the obvious, why have they done better than the other small parties do you 
reckon?

I touched on before that ACT was sort of a protest vote for angry National voters, the Greens by comparison 
seemed very loyal, Green voters know they're Green voters, identify as Green voters and are much harder for 
Labour to win away, I've had a lot more involvement with the Greens sort of in the last year or so and it's 
amazing the networks that they have through the community, they have very strong local groups, they have very 
committed local activists, and they're activists that sort of won't desert the Greens, even if they're disillusioned 
with them from time to time. I mean when Nandor started talking about the Greens could go into government 
with National, a lot of Greens were quite upset by that, but they didn't abandon the party, whereas I think there 
was an expectation when Rodney said ACT could go with Labour, there was an expectation that a lot of people, 
that a lot of ACT supporters would say “oh stuff you guys, I'm off”, to what degree that happens is yet to be seen 

This loyalty, in the early years of ACT, going from what I've, all the info I've been looking through, there 
seemed to be this definite loyalty with ACT on the other side, I mean that didn't stay around, this long-
term, this loyalty, that you were doing something new and loyalty to Douglas, to, I mean it seemed pretty 
strong to me even for ACT

I think you hit on it really well when you say the loyalty to Douglas, because it really was the loyalty to Douglas 
because it really was the loyalty to Douglas and Douglas's policies and Douglas's vision and Douglas's book, and 
you can't underestimate the impact Unfinished Business had on the formation of ACT, and Unfinished Business  
was sort of a 15 year vision for government, but the reality is under MMP you're never going to be in a position 
where you've got a single party majority government of ACT people who can ram through policy for 15 years 
and that's really what you need to implement Unfinished Business and as ACT realised this and caucus realised 
this and as we started shifting into a position that was going to be more practical for MMP, a lot of people drifted 
away or felt that ACT was not quite as ideologically pure maybe as they had hoped or anticipated or thought that 
we could be

And then, ACT seemed to have a really strong, seemed really big on this strong organisation at the start, 
you had these house meetings, I think, these ACT advocates and I think perhaps even by '98 when you 
joined that might not have been so much the case, but definitely before ACT got into Parliament in '96, 
just were really big on the organisation and then talking to Willie on Friday, he talked about quite a 
strong electorate organisation, that seemed to melt away,did you become a lot more centralized around 
Parliament?

Yeah, after the '96 election, suddenly we had, we went from no MPs to 8 MPs, we went from no Parliamentary 
staff to about 20 and we had to find all these people from somewhere and so I mean when I started in 1998 in 
Parliament,  started  as  a  volunteer  in  '98-'99,  we  basically  drafted  a  whole  bunch  of  our  candidates  in  as 
Parliamentary staff, because they were the people who really wanted to work for ACT, they were motivated 
enough to move to Wellington and wanted to give it all and help the cause, but that took them out of their 
communities, so we basically skimmed a lot of the cream off the local groups, and then suddenly we had all 
these  paid  staff  who were  doing stuff,  so  we went  from being a volunteer-based organisation  to  being an 
organisation that had a whole bunch of staff, and a lot of volunteers sort of said “oh well, you've got staff now 
who can do these things” and they didn't feel the necessity to volunteer as much and at the same time you know 
you  had  staff  who  were  tied  up  doing  Parliamentary  work,  so  they  didn't  have  the  same  access  to  their 
communities that they used to have

So do you think that hurt the organisation at the local level , do you think that hurt not having those grass 
roots continuing

Absolutely, absolutely
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So you'd think that would be quite a difference between you, between ACT and the Greens, that Greens 
voice, all these networks, these environmental groups that sort of feed into the Greens

Yeah the Greens do have great, have managed to maintain great local networks and a lot of that is their, as they 
say, their local environmental networks, or the local, you know, public transport network or the local organic 
network or whatever, they've done very well at sort of identifying groups that are widespread throughout New 
Zealand and activating them really

That's right, I'm sure that's sort of a problem as much with New Zealand First or United Future or all 
those other small parties, I guess the Maori Party though in some ways has probably built up these local 
networks as well, which I think it'll be interesting to see if they stay around or not, I think the Maori 
Party's interesting in that it parallels ACT a lot in the early stages with creating a new, something new, 
something different, obviously quite a different party

And  the  Maori  Party's  changed  a  lot  as  well  since  they've  come  into  Parliament,  I  mean  people  don't 
acknowledge a lot sort of that the Maori Party was elected on three policies, their only three policies in the Maori 
Party were their Treaty of Waitangi policy, their kawangatanga [?] I think policy and their sexual discrimination 
policy, that's it, everything else they can make up their minds on an issue by issue basis, whereas if you're ACT 
or the Greens or the National Party or anyone else, you come in on an whole book of sort of promises and 
policies and you don't have the freedom to develop as sort of needs permit, that the Maori Party does 

But I guess I mean that was probably the stage ACT was at in '95, '96, that you had your flat tax idea and 
that other policies had to come on top of that anyway

Well we still came on the whole Unfinished Business, which was a full prescription for the country, you know 
health, education, welfare, it's all in there, right down to universal student allowances, but we never had quite 
that level of flexibility about what, yeah we did have to carve out, we did realise that in MMP that sort of 
manifesto for a small party's not practical

Well I've done three focus groups to get perceptions of ACT and in the groups, despite what Rodney's 
been doing in the last 18 months, they seemed to think of ACT as a hard-right, dirty  politics, rich white 
male sort of party and that was unprompted from me, that was the first question I asked, but I mean why 
do you think this image has stuck  with at least some people

Whereabouts were the focus groups?

The focus groups, I did three focus groups, one was with older people, mainly retired, one was more 
middle aged, and then one I've done with some students down here

But they were all based in Dunedin?

They were all Dunedin-based

I mean Rodney's focused very much on Auckland and even in Wellington Rodney certainly hasn't, ACT has not 
been able to put the effort into Wellington that it does into Auckland, and into Christchurch even less so than 
Wellington and into Dunedin even less so than Christchurch, so as a small party with much smaller resources 
ACT's made a conscious decision to focus on the Auckland market and I suspect those focus groups conducted 
in Auckland would produce quite a different result and the reason that message probably hasn't got through to 
Dunedin is just simply it hasn't been talked about here, it hasn't been promoted here nearly as much as elsewhere

So you don't that's a widespread feeling, that people think of ACT as a hard-right sort of party?

Umm I think it's changed, I think certainly that's the way we were perceived, I mean that's the way we were 
painted right from '94, through until 2005, through until 2006 really, in fact through until Dancing with the Stars. 
It was only in the lead-up to Dancing with the Stars and Rodney was doing the training and all that sort of thing 
that we really started looking at that image and saying “OK, here's how we're going to change it”, but I mean 
people have had over 10 years of that now and it's going to take a long time to change that mindset, but I think it 
is changing, certainly around Auckland it's changing

Sure it's changing now, but up until the last election do you think ACT had quite a problem with this?
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Yep, we were still seen, we were definitely seen as the hard edge of National

And in the focus groups, people associated ACT with the colours blue and green, which I thought was 
quite telling, not the yellow at all

Well the yellow was only introduced by Catherine Judd and the Liberal Project a few years ago and there was a 
fair bit of internal debate over the yellow at the time and I mean our logo remains blue and green

Yes, but I mean you go to ACT's website and there's yellow everywhere and even I think yellow, you 
started using it right from the by-election in '98

Yeah our original logo in '94 I think was yellow and black

But I mean it's interesting, that the blue and green, obviously blue, a National colour, there's something 
there that people obviously you know really associate ACT with

It shows I think, the colour association and the association of ACT as sort of a hard-right party, both reflects the 
fact that it takes a long time for people to accept a new message in politics and you know change perceptions

I was talking to Willie on Friday, and I asked him if he thought the label “ACT” turned people off, that 
they weren't prepared to listen and he thought that definitely there were people who were just going to 
switch off the moment you heard “ACT”, do you think that was the case, that the label “ACT” turned 
people off?

Yep, there are plenty of people out there who are going to be that they've made up their minds, they know what 
they think, but that's the same with anything, I mean there are plenty who would say National too, straight away 
turns them

So I mean is it more that, the label rather than what you're actually saying, if you were saying “oh I 
represent Party XYZ, here's what I think”, would people be more open to that?

Yeah if I gave you a set of policies and then said I'm from the Green Party, and if I gave you the same set of 
policies and said I was from the ACT Party, people would take those policies in two very different ways. What's 
more interesting to me is how that plays into what part of that is the whole perception of politics, we did a focus 
group where at the end of the group we introduced Heather Roy and she spoke to them for about five minutes 
and she started off by explaining that she loved New Zealand, and she wants to do well for her children, she 
wants New Zealand to be a country where children can grow up in and come back to and live in and work in and 
be prosperous in and everybody was in agreement, the whole focus group, you could see sitting downstairs 
watching on monitors, you could see that they were all with her, and then she said, “so you might to think about 
how you can help ACT”, straight away, politics, bang, gone, everyone and after a moment Heather realised this 
wasn't working, that she'd lost them and so she switched back to you know, “we can make this a great country 
and a place where our children can come back”, done, they're out of it, so it wasn't so much the ACT message, it 
was the politics, as soon as you introduced, here's something political, people weren't  interested, so to what 
degree people switched off at the mention of a political party, and to what degree they switched off at the 
mention of politics itself, that's what interests me as a communications person

I mean following on from that, I mean the name change, what's your views on the idea of changing ACT's 
name, that debate you seem to have had five years ago, do you think that would have helped?

Personally I'd definitely have done it, I think it would help in shifting the perceptions from where they were in 
'94, because you know ACT was the right-wing party, if we call ourselves “The Liberal Party” that could be a 
chance to introduce a new set of perceptions, but on the other hand, ACT has brand familiarity, for better or for 
worse, and among the 20% of people who would consider voting for us, that's brand familiarity for the better and 
I think you know to be very careful when you throw that away, I don't think you can throw that away quickly or 
lightly and one of the things to remember under MMP politics is we don't have to appeal to everybody and we've 
always been aware of that and it's not important that 50% of the population think ACT are terrible and would 
never vote for us because as long as we get that 20% who would consider voting for us, that's all ACT actually 
needs to make change

So you don't think a name change would have...
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...kept us at nine MPs in Parliament, no

Well in the focus groups I did no-one recalled “The Liberal Party” motto or slogan, I don't know what 
you'd call it, why do you think that no-one even noticed that, I mean it's part of the party logo?

I think it's because people don't read party logos, if we'd been on TV talking about “The Liberal Party”, then they 
might have, people might have started getting it but at the end of the day the name of the party was still ACT and 
so ACT was still, you know you go on TV, you talk about the ACT Party, what the ACT Party's going to do, it's 
on the news, it's what the ACT Party's going to do, and so that's what was still being communicated, that's what 
people were still getting, added to which there is actually quite a lag between when you start saying something 
and when people start getting it, I mean we had a standard thing, a standard sort of saying that you have to be 
sick of saying something, or just when we're sick of saying something, people out there are starting to hear it, but 
that's why with our direct mail we'd always try and hit people sort of our targets we'd hit six times in a year with 
direct mail and by the sixth time they'd start saying “oh gee I got something from ACT the other day” but you do 
one direct mail drop and people sort of would get it, remember it for 48 hours or a week and after that they 
would have moved on, but that repetitive communication over time

But the liberal label, I mean people found that confusing, certainly the people I asked, I asked them what 
they thought of “liberal” as a term, and you know you got different answers what they thought liberal 
was, do you think that was the best label to put on?

It was the best label we had, I mean liberal means very different things in Europe and in the States, in the States 
liberals are lefties, in Europe liberals are free-marketeers. Really, the Liberal Project and the liberal label were 
something to try and break us away from that Roger Douglas, 1984-1990 stuff, and we have broken away from 
that 1984-1990 stuff, whether or not it's because of the liberal label is questionable but I think introducing it, 
introducing the Liberal Project, introducing ourselves as the Liberal Party certainly helped that process along

And what other things, the leadership change...

The leadership change certainly helped shift that, the decimation of our Parliamentary ranks helped that in a way 
because suddenly you saw all the people who had come into Parliament in '96, with the exception of Rodney, 
were gone and the person who was still there other than Rodney was Heather, who was very much the new kid 
on the block, she was introduced under the Liberal Party label, she identifies herself as a liberal, she votes in a 
very liberal, in a way that's very consistently consistent with the European liberal way but yeah, I think it would 
have been a lot harder to have gotten to that point in a way without the Liberal Project and liberal branding

OK, now some people in the focus groups, they found that ACT was quite similar to New Zealand First, 
justice and Treaty policies especially, do you think bringing in these sorts of social policies, especially I 
think in the '99 election ACT did that, do you think it made, it diluted the economic message and made 
ACT more like those other conservative parties?

The way that our polling influences our communication isn't  by changing the message, it's by changing the 
emphasis, so coming into the '99 election campaign, we realised that people really weren't interested in tax cuts, 
they weren't interested in flat taxes, they weren't  interested in deregulation, privatisation, and those policies, 
while they remained on our books, they got shifted to the back and the policies people were interested in, Treaty 
reform and crime, became the ones that we promoted, and that's really been a lot of our, in our stay [?] in 
Parliament one of our successes we've had is in being able to push policies at the right time to the right groups of 
people, so yeah I think our economic message did suffer during the '99 campaign because we chose not to 
promote it and we promoted Treaty and crime instead and then I mean in 2005 we were able to roll the tax 
message back out there but of course at that time it was simply National's tax message which was being sold by 
Don Brash and incredibly strong so again we couldn't really compete. But it's never been a policy that's been off 
our books

So it didn't make the party seem inconsistent to people, to voters that they change, you change from 
emphasising these different issues from election to election?

Occasionally we do get questions about “oh you know, what happened to that policy”, but because those policies 
are still there and anyone who sort of looks can see that they are still there, I don't think it's been a huge problem. 
I think the problem ACT's going to face, I think ACT is likely to face that problem in the next election, because 
we had a whole bunch of policy around in 2005 which will possibly not be the same in 2008 and that's when 
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we're really going to have to start explaining to people how our policies have changed over time

Willie on Friday thought you know it might have been in hindsight beneficial to have kept you know flat 
tax as a consistent sort of, as something you advertised at each election, do you think you're not such a fan 
of that?

In hindsight, sure, but I say that knowing that we weren't going to be anywhere near government for any of those 
elections and of course at the time you're always hoping that you are going to be somewhere near government 
and therefore what you're promising you have to be able to deliver on or at least be seen to be able to deliver on, 
and in the '99 election I think campaigning on a flat tax would have been relatively unrealistic, it's like sort of  
investigating the option of nuclear power, you know, if you tried promoting that in 2005 you were laughed off 
the stage. Promoting a flat tax in '99 would have had had you laughed off the stage. Whether or not it would have 
been better for us in the long run, who can say, but it might have been very bad for us in the short run and small 
parties especially a list-only party, you're only thinking from election to election, you're always one election, that 
election away from oblivion

Now just the mix of this economic liberalism with the social conservatism, what's your opinion, did that 
create tension sort of amongst the membership, and just generally?

I don't  think it's created that many tensions amongst  the membership as such, it's certainly created tensions 
among the caucus and staff on occasions, particularly when you had something like the Civil Union Bill going 
through,  or  the  Prostitution  Reform Bill  going  through,  interestingly  we didn't  see  the  same problem with 
lowering the drinking age in '99, and I was quite involved in that campaign because I was 19 and obviously had a 
personal interest in lowering the drinking age from 20 to 18, but that didn't have nearly the same level of debate 
among caucus and in fact we had only had, out of 8 MPs, only Owen Jennings opposed it in '99, but yeah by 
2002 it certainly created much more of a divide among caucus and staff but members I think, generally people 
tend to  associate  people  who think  in  a  similar  way to  themselves,  very  few people seek out  people  they 
violently disagree with constantly, to be friends with and hang out with and I think our membership are like that 
too, there are groups of ACT members who are quite socially conservative and groups of ACT members who are 
quite socially liberal and rarely the two meet

And so what about voters, did they find, you don't think there was a problem there, “I thought they were 
liberal” but then suddenly find in '99 it was a hard-right conservative party?

In a funny way I think splitting our votes on all those issues really helped, because as sometimes a candidate in 
the 2005 election, I was able to go along to a public meeting and when I was asked about the Prostitution Reform 
Bill or the Civil Union, I'd be able to give my personal opinion and then say but look, we realise not everybody 
thinks the same way, and we split, and this is how our votes were split and generally for every vote that you lost 
for saying that you kept one or win one

But the young people, who were especially prominent in '96, did that turn them off, the more conservative 
sort of policies from '99 onwards?

I suspect, and I have absolutely no evidence to back this up, that younger voters are more socially liberal and 
therefore socially conservative policies are less appealing to them, so I suspect that as ACT started splitting its 
votes more on its social bills, that had an impact on youth support 

And you'd pinpoint that after the '99 election, after the 2002 election?

Yeah I think that splitting our votes became very apparent after the '99 election, I don't think it was such a big 
issue before that, also we didn't have so many social policy bills between '96 and '99

Yeah  Willie  thought  that  the  young  people  that  ACT had down here  at  least  sort  of  drifted  away, 
definitely '99 and then after 2002 he said that it accelerated, so that would seem to tie in with that. Yeah 
now we've touched on this before, but the negative perceptions of Douglas and Prebble, you know, that 
came through in the focus groups, you got people who would instantly bring out “Mad Dog Prebble”, 
“sold the railways” you know so on and so forth and all these associations linked with the Fourth Labour 
Government, not what they did in ACT, do you think that hurt the party having Douglas and Prebble 
basically, but not just that
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I don't think having them hurt the party, I think Roger's regular criticisms of the party hurt it, I think Roger's a 
good guy and he only intends to help, but I think by having your founder resigning as President or Patron and 
publishing articles sniping at your current leadership is not helpful

But did Douglas and Prebble turn off, you say 20% of people were open to ACT...

There were certainly people right through until the 2005 election, there probably still are, who when they hear 
Roger saying that ACT has lost its way will agree with him, then when he comes back to the fold they will come 
back with him, there are still people who take very careful notice of what Roger thinks today

OK but equally the people who didn't like Douglas at all, you said about 20% of the population are open 
to ACT, do you think having them, if you didn't have them, how can I put this , if you didn't have Douglas 
and Prebble there, would 50% of the population have been open to ACT for instance, were they, did they 
create a ceiling on the party, beyond that 20%

I think any leader, certainly looking at Richard, any leader creates the party in their image, it's very hard to say 
how would ACT have fared if Richard hadn't been leader, because I mean before Richard was leader we were at 
0.3, what our focus groups show is that now the image of Rodney is the image of the party, it's very very hard to 
separate the party from its leader, and previously the image of ACT was the image of Richard, so ACT under 
somebody other than Richard would have been a very different beast and I think it's very hard to say that would 
have been more successful or we could do [inaudible, worse?]

So Willie agreed that it was quite a double-edged sword, you got a good niche of support from people who 
liked what they were doing and then there were plenty of people who didn't like them but then if you had 
not had Prebble or not had, you know you might have been not there at all

Yeah, I mean the simple fact is we needed Roger and Richard to found the party, to get it established, to get it 
into Parliament,  but  over time it's  inevitable that  parties change and the policies change, because the world 
changes, nothing stays the same and I don't  think it's  feasible to still  be selling  Unfinished Business  or the 
policies from Unfinished Business  as a cure-all for New Zealand because you know Unfinished Business  was 
written 15 years ago, I used to point out to Richard that when he became a minister I was 4 years old, you know 
the country moves on, the situation moves on, the economy moves on, and Roger in his book, try to remember, 
There's Got to be a Better Way, he was suggesting, one of the things he suggested in that book which was in 
1983 I think that was published was introducing term-limits, for politicians, a three-term limit, for that very 
reason, just that politics moves on, the needs of the country move on but politicians tend to stay in the same 
place. Incidentally, how long would Richard have been able to stay in Parliament for ACT if there was a three-
term limit, he'd already been in Labour for three or four terms

Now so you think that with Rodney being leader, he wasn't in the Fourth Labour Government, so you 
think that would have, that '80s stuff is easy to sweep away now without...

Yep,  very much so,  as  soon as  Rodney took the  reigns it  became a  great  deal  easier  to  say well  yes  that 
happened, this is where we are now, this is our leader, Rodney doesn't have nearly the same associations that 
Richard does, for better or for worse

Well Rodney said last week on the radio that he thought the old ACT brand was dead at the last election, 
do you agree with that?

Yep

That you couldn't go any further with that?

This is all the research that we did straight after the election, yeah I mean the brand that we had in terms of the 
how we were being, the party it was founded on Rogernomics, very much died at the election, you know all 
those MPs were gone, Richard had left Parliament, Ken Shirley was gone, Muriel and the other MPs who had 
been well established were all gone, so in that regard our Parliamentary brand was dead, our political brand we 
believed was dead because people strongly associated tax cuts with National again, Don Brash, people associated 
Treaty  time  limits  with  other  parties,  people  associated  welfare  reform  with  National  a  lot  more,  people 
associated crime and justice with New Zealand First and National and a lot of the things that we campaigned on 
previously had been effectively stolen by other parties and we needed to do a whole lot of policy work and a 
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whole lot of rebranding to either rebuild that brand or find a new one

But I guess another reading of that would be that ACT just needed to bide its time until Don Brash left the 
National Party, now with John Key moving to the centre, all those things that ACT had said, the way 
would surely be clear now to continue on that line

It's a very common feeling that ACT can now simply say what it used to say and achieve the polling and the 
certain number of MPs that it used to achieve. I'm inclined to disagree for a number of reasons, firstly National 
particularly  has  spent  an  awful  lot  of  money in  developing  its  brand  and  those  positions  during  the  2005 
campaign. They've spent far more money in establishing that position than we can now spend in claiming it 
back. Secondly, National has produced a whole lot of new MPs  put out in 2005 who were elected on those 
policies, a lot of those MPs were electorate MPs, they don't want to be seen changing their minds on those 
policies and those are the policies that attracted them to National and they personally don't want to abandon them 
either. So even though National is publicly backing away, or John Key is publicly backing away from a number 
of those policies, they're still policies that his caucus hold quite dear, and so I don't think it's realistic to say we 
can go back into the electorate and find a big vacuum of other people promoting them. In addition I don't know 
whether we want to. I don't know whether our caucus wants to be the hard edge of National any more and I think 
Rodney particularly, his transformation in image over the last sort of 18 months has taken him away from that 
position a lot, he no longer is interested in chasing scandals, he's no longer as interested in dragging down 
ministers, he's no longer as interested as being that “hard edge”, you know being the one who people think is 
going to throw someone down on the street, we don't want that, we don't want to be portrayed as the anti-Maori 
party any more, we don't want to be portrayed as the party that's anti-gay rights any more, because that's not 
where our caucus is at, it's not where our staff is at and even if it's feasible for us to claim back our old positions 
that led to us having those sorts of associations, I don't think we want to. I meant that's the incredible power of 
having people like Tariana Turia come and speak at our conference and having Keith Locke come and speak at 
our Auckland conference, it's not just the media value of it and it's not just what they actually say when they're 
there, it's the message that sends to commentators and to the public and to our membership, that we are not 
where we were before, that we don't have Steve Forbes come and speak at our conference any more, that we 
have Tariana instead

Do you think that ACT's been guilty of watering-down policies over the years, has that's been detrimental, 
I'm thinking tax policy, going from no income tax, to a flat tax, to a two-tier, phased over five years

And now back to a flat tax

Are you actually going back to a flat tax?

Rodney spoke about that in the speech to conference either this year or last year, I definitely remember writing it, 
yeah I believe we are going back to a flat tax. I think we've watered-down the policy but I don't think we've 
watered-down the philosophy behind it. We've always been a flat-tax party at heart. We haven't always had our 
low flat tax policy because the situation hasn't always permitted us, yeah I think we've tried to be, especially 
since  we've  been  in  Parliament,  we've  tried  to   promote  policies  that  are  actually  realistic  and  able  to  be 
implemented

So quite a pragmatic view?

Yeah, we've had to be more pragmatic to survive under MMP

But  now Rodney  moving to  the  emphasis  on  transparency  and accountability,  I  mean  do you think 
focusing on that rather than tax cuts, do you think that's a further watering-down what ACT's about?

No because I think we're moving back to a flat-tax policy which is hardly watering-down

Yeah but you know you go to the website and you know the core principles on the front page doesn't 
mention anything about tax cuts, it mentions about Smart Green and transparency, is that diluting and is 
that going to hurt the party

I don't think we're associated with big tax cuts at the moment and so I don't think that promoting transparent 
accountable government is going to dilute it because I don't think it's there to dilute at the moment, he's trying to 
build a brand image in a different direction, but I think that come the campaign, flat tax is still going to be a big 
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part, a public part of what we're offering

Definitely, I mean when I asked people what they thought ACT was about, I mean that was the one thing 
that people did say was low taxation, so I guess you are quite associated with that 

Yeah if you ask people what is ACT about, they'll say low tax, but if you ask people who's the party that'll 
deliver tax cuts they'll say National

Well Willie on Friday said that ACT had changed the agenda with tax cuts, accountability and so on, I 
mean is that enough, that you've brought all these issues into the mainstream politics in the last 10 years 
or are you wanting to maximise your vote?

I don't think anybody in ACT or anybody who was involved in ACT as a staffer or a politician did it because 
they wanted a good career,  I  think they've all  done it  because they wanted to see the policies enacted and 
although sure it would be nice to be the ones who were doing it, at the end of the day as long as those policies 
are there I don't really care how they get there. Speaking for myself it's enough to see it done, to see the work 
done, and if that's done by ACT that's great, if it's not done by ACT, hey, as long as it's there 

So do you think that exists in the party generally, the party's content to be a 2% party that's introduced 
the idea of tax cuts for the mainstream, or was it out for more just to get as many votes as possible and get 
as many MPs as possible

Well to get as many MPs as possible would mean I suspect watering down our policies and watering-down our 
policies is the one thing that we've been saying that our members don't want to do, I don't think our members 
would want us to have 15 MPs, any of whom were saying anything at any given time, I think it's more important 
that the policies are there, that the policies get through. It would be nice to do both, it would be nice to sort have 
15 philosophically pure MPs, but that's not the hand we've been doubt

Well it's interesting that you say that, there's a study I've been looking at which has looked at all sorts of 
niche parties in different countries and moderation isn't a pragmatic strategy, it's being radical and clear, 
is what gets you the votes, what do you think about that, is ACT moderating worse than if it had stayed 
distinct?

To a point that's true and policy-wise that's certainly true, I mean if we adopted all National's policies why would 
you vote for us rather than National, but on the other hand what we've found from parties overseas that have 
been decimated in elections that have come back is that you go back to their roots, they do a  mea culpa, you 
know “I went to the mountain top and I've realised I've done this wrong and I'm a new person” and I mean 
Rodney's done that and he's gone to that mountain top, he's reinvented himself, rediscovered what he wants to do 
and I mean John Banks in the Auckland mayoralty is attempting to do that as well, you know “I got thrown out 
and I learned my lessons and I'm ready for another term”. It's been successful elsewhere, whether or not it'll be 
successful for ACT, or for John Banks for that matter, we'll see

In the  Baubles of Office  book, I'll tell you where I get the question from first, he talks there, Raymond 
Miller talks about the small parties needing a circuit-breaker issue to suddenly refresh your party and I 
think with National you could say that the Orewa Speech was a circuit-breaker, the Greens, you might say 
going from genetic  modification to climate change as  your focus,  do you think ACT's sort  of  lacked 
something, some sort of circuit breaker over the years

Yes, in a word. I think the Anti-Smacking Bill was seen as a potential circuit-breaker, though I don't think it's 
turned out that way, I don't think it's changed the long term votes of people in New Zealand, I think it's created 
an awful  lot  of  anger  but  I  don't  think that's  going to  translate  into votes  at  the next election,  I  think the 
Regulatory Responsibility Bill is seen as a potential circuit-breaker but I think it's a long-shot, personally, but 
yes, it'd certainly be nice if one of those issues came along that ACT could obviously strongly distinguish itself 
on the way that affected the way people think about it

And I guess in the 1990s perk-busting was a way of getting ACT noticed, in a way being a sort-of circuit-
breaker, it didn't last that long, but I think  Dancing with the Stars is a circuit-breaker but it's a non-
political one, which is probably, do you think that something like that on the political stage...

I can't think of anything coming up that'd be nice, I think Rodney believes his book has the potential, My Year of  
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Living Dangerously, but I haven't seen the final version of the book and I remain a little more circumspect, I 
think the book is more likely to be another level of personal development of Rodney, rather than the ACT brand

Well following on from that, Rodney's dancing and swimming and so on, do you think that's going to get 
people to vote for ACT, or is it just about changing ACT's image?

No it's not about getting people to vote for ACT, it's been about changing ACT's image but more particularly 
changing Rodney's image and also changing Rodney. I mean, yes his image has changed in the last sort of 18 
months, but more fundamentally he's changed as a person and I don't know, it's not a very, it's not a very sort of 
dumb thing to say I support the guy's personal development and you know we all need to grow, but we do all 
need to grow and I think long-term it can only be good for ACT that we do have a leader who is changing and 
growing and evolving and evolving his thinking as well, because a lot of MPs do get stuck in where they are at, 
when they get elected, because people expect them to be that for the whole time they're in public office you 
know. Port Waikato elected Bill Birch and Bill Birch was the local MP there for years and years in a row, 15 
years or something and people still expected him to be at the end of that 15 years the same person he was at the 
start of 15 years and that's not healthy or practical and it's not helpful at the end of the day for the country

So in a way would you say that what you see in 2007 is sort of the way ACT was in '95, it's a new party 
really and you're building up from 1%, like you were then?

There is a sense within the party that yes, this is a new party now, we are rebuilding ACT where we were at in 
'96 except now we have the benefit of having a couple of MPs

Willie agreed that the dancing and so on was sort of clearing the decks of the old image, and waiting for 
something to come along on the top, would you view it similarly?

Absolutely

But in saying that do you think ACT's got smaller ambitions now, is it just to keep Rodney in Epsom and 
be an Auckland, an Auckland focused party?

On one level ACT's ambitions are still the same they always were, to reshape the country and lead us to that free-
market, capitalist ambition, but on a more practical level we've had to come to grips with the fact that we don't 
have the network we used to have, we don't have the number of MPs and the level of resourcing that we used to 
have and so on a practical level at least until the 2008 election, yes we've had to downsize and focus around 
where the voters are, which is Auckland

So it's not a long-term...

I  don't  think  anyone  sees  it  as  a  long-term plan,  we're  not  interested  in  shutting  up  shop  in  Dunedin  or 
Christchurch or Wellington

But I mean people in the focus groups sort of thought that ACT was becoming a bit of a personality party, 
focused around Rodney and the piece on Close Up last week or the week before, the word “ACT” wasn't 
mentioned I think once in the whole piece, I think it was mentioned once when it was introduced by Mark 
Sainsbury, do you think it's a problem that Rodney's not connecting it with ACT, or is that just inevitable 
that the media's going to focus on just him?

We are aware that the brand that's being picked up by voters at the moment is Rodney rather than ACT and one 
of the big difficulties is going to be associating, reassociating Rodney with the ACT Party and the party vote, in 
a way that doesn't actually switch those people off, because I mentioned that focus group earlier with Heather, 
that you can be coming across very well personally but as soon as you start talking about politics and being a 
politican,  that  does  turn  people  off  and  so  Rodney's  been  very  careful  not  to  confuse  the  two while  he's 
undergoing this sort of rebranding exercise personally. I don't know how he intends to do that but it will be 
crucial that that happens for ACT to expand beyond one or two MPs.

Because I mean people in Epsom can tick Rodney Hide, people down here can only tick ACT, so I guess 
that's the issue there

And there is no interest, even though we're a party of individuals and individualism, there is  no interest in 
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renaming ourselves the Rodney Hide party, Rodney doesn't want that, the party doesn't want that, Rodney's very 
much focused on the fact that ACT has to be bigger than him and has to be able to go on beyond him

This is pretty much the last question I've got, but Rodney last week saying he's just not interested in 
Benson-Pope and what he does do now, he said he once would have been interested and all into that, and 
then he said about child abuse, he said we've got this great problem of child abuse,  which is shocking, but 
we've got so much to be positive about, do you think this being nice, you know the alternative that he's, 
ACT's basically invisible, whereas once it would have been pretty prominent on those sorts of issues, being 
nice isn't a newsworthy sort of method

To a point I actually don't know how much the newsworthiness of what Rodney says when he says that is in his 
mind at the time he says it, if you know what I mean, I don't think he's thinking, when he says you know there's 
so much to be positive about, I don't think he's thinking about making headlines with that statement, I think that's 
actually genuinely he's interested in

No I don't think he's trying to make news, but when ACT was talking about Benson-Pope doing XYZ you 
were getting a lot of coverage, that's what I'm getting at

Yes we were getting coverage and we were getting polling results but I think the feeling within ACT now is that 
the coverage was not the kind of coverage that we wanted, it was not the kind of coverage that helped, whatever 
we did was successful for a while but it isn't anymore, it wasn't in 2005 and that's part of the whole message that 
the ACT brand is dead was what we did failed, from 2002, 2005 we went hard on the issues we went hard on the 
ministers, we tried to expose the Benson-Popes and the John Tamiheres and we went hard on welfare reform and 
welfare fraud and crime and justice and it got us 1 and a half percent and 2 MPs. Whether this is going to be 
more successful is questionable, nobody knows, you know we haven't done it before but it can't do a hell of a lot 
worse than it did for us in 2005

ENDS
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 :  –  Appendix VII Transcript Interview with 
 Rodney Hide

30 August 2007

AUTHOR: You said that you thought that the ACT brand was dead at the last election

HIDE: Yes

But I guess another reading of that would be that you just needed to bide your time until Don Brash gave 
up the leadership of the National Party, it was Don Brash who took over National's brand and made it so 
close to ACT, wouldn't it be more sensible to go back to the “One Law for All”...

There's a few that think like that and in a funny way I've sort of moved on and that's part of a wider strategy, but  
interestingly  if  that  analysis  were  true,  once  John  Key  came  along,  then  ACT would  bounce  up,  but  my 
observation of it is that people that were voting ACT that went back to National because of Don Brash have 
actually stayed there and so we've got to create a new brand, a new image to succeed, we just can't, I don't 
believe that we can go back, I just do not think it's possible. So we've got to make ourselves relevant and new 
and also position ourselves better in an MMP environment, as compared with a tactical appendage to National

So you don't think that you'd already shifted ACT away from that old image and so already by the stage 
John Key took over last November?

My observation of people is that they just don't know ACT, they know me now, but they don't  ACT so I've 
actually got a bit of a blank canvas in which to paint a picture and I want to paint a picture that's more positive 
for the country than grumpy and I think the “One Law for All” and such things are quite a grumpy side of New 
Zealand politics

So those sorts of policies,  I mean your book, on the last page, all the policies you've got are just the 
economic side, all the “One Law for All”, the Treaty, the social welfare, has all that sort of been swept 
away now?

Well funnily enough it  gets caught up in my Regulatory Responsibility Bill,  because within that  there is  a 
requirement that persons be treated equally, so I think it's important of course, but when I was writing the book I 
was looking at these sort of key policies that we could campaign on, and to be honest “One Law for All” wasn't 
enough for us

So do you think there is really a constituency of people who want this “free enterprise party”?

I believe so, but I don't know, and in a way that's what we're going to be testing in the next twelve months and 
it's going to be very interesting, because John Key has essentially abandoned that constituency, and so there's an 
opportunity there, ACT will be the only party saying “hang on, we need to do things differently here, we do need 
the free market and free enterprise” and I've got a test on to get 5,000 members, which is a test to see whether 
there is a constituency, because to be quite honest, the 2005 election was so gut-wrenching, and you felt that you 
were pushing it uphill, that people didn't want it, or weren't interested, or they had it with Don Brash, and I don't 
want to be in that position again, I want to know yeah there are New Zealanders who want this and therefore it's 
worth fighting for, if New Zealanders, 99 per cent of them are happy with what they've got and the choice 
between National and Labour, but then what can I do, know what I mean? But that's what I'm testing over the 
next twelve months and I'm giving it my best shot

So the pure economic side to ACT, wasn't that tried with Douglas originally and that didn't appeal to 
people, just an economic side?

Look, ideally what I'd like to campaign on at the next election is something like say the Taxpayer Rights Bill and 
something like a health policy, so demanding transparency and accountability, so I like the idea of campaigning 
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hard on an economic policy and a social policy

So you think health is the one that...

Health is certainly the one that's top of everyone's mind and I've struggled a bit to know what a policy is that we 
could present. Obviously I believe that the health system fails because it's run like the Soviet empire, but just 
saying that you're going to privatise the hospitals is not a vote catcher and I've done some work, a little bit of 
preliminary work only in this area, and I've got this idea of making a transparency sort of bill, so that people, we 
can actually measure the performance of the health sector, and I can imagine sexing that up in an election 
campaign, saying look, National and Labour can argue about it, but here's the thing that we need, we actually 
need to know that  when you get on the health waiting list you're  going to wait  X weeks only,  you know, 
something like that, and I haven't  quite formulated that in my mind yet, but I'd love to be campaigning on 
something like that and that if we could monitor it and assess the performance of the health sector, we could, it 
would be the first step to achieving contestability, the private sector.  And the big thing that I'm hesitating about 
is  that  these  are  sort  of  very  conceptual  and  complicated  policies,  Taxpayer  Rights  Bill,  Regulatory 
Responsibility Bill, so we've got to see whether they catch alight, if we can get a fire going, that's what we want

Do you think that's part of the problem, I mean the Regulatory Responsibility Bill, in your blog [you say 
that] the Hawkes Bay Today's noticed it

Yeah

But no one else really has?

What I think happened there was, is I met with the Herald journalists in February this year and they said, “what 
are you going to do this year?” and one of the things I said was “get my Regulatory Responsibility Bill to Select 
Committee” and they just laughed at me, John Armstrong and Paula Oliver and said “you'll never do it” and I 
thought what a bunch of fucks, because why would you wander around the world telling people what they can't 
do and my job as a politician is to change the situation, to change the circumstances, and so I figured out how to 
do it you know, and I got it to Select Committee. Having got it to Select Committee, they chose not to write 
about it, because in their little mind, it couldn't happen, and so it was provincial newspapers that picked up on it. 
I don't beat up on that, I think oh well, to be honest, I don't hang around with the journalists in Wellington any 
more, they drag you down, mentally, so I've been out getting around the public and at one point, as we're hearing 
submissions on that bill, they're going to have to start talking about it. And that'll be their choice, I won't beat  
them up to sort of report it, my job as I see it right now, is to get on and do my business, and actually not worry 
too much about how those pricks are thinking and writing, because the success will come through

But is that enough, just that you're getting some legislation through?

It's nowhere near enough, nowhere near enough, but what it is, is me being more strategic, so rather than being 
busy busy busy busy busy in Parliament, with this bill and that bill and commenting on this and commenting on 
that and running around the country talking to every Rotary club that invites me, I've sat back and I said okay, 
what are the goals? And I'll spell it out for you. What we need to do, where ACT can make a difference, so we 
actually want to have influence in power, we're not here to debate pal poppa [?], so I think what is it that we need 
to realistically, to actually have power needs? Well it seems to me that we need 8 per cent of the vote, 6 to 8 per  
cent of the vote at the next election. I also need at that point to have everyone understanding that we're the free 
market party, so behind us has to be a good manifesto, and also one or two bottom lines, so that everyone is clear 
about what ACT's position is heading into a coalition discussion. If I get 6 to 8 per cent, the ACT party is then in 
a position, it may have a new name, who knows, is then in a position to say well we campaigned on this, we sit 
down with John Key, we tell him, “you want to be Prime Minister, here's the deal, no surprise”. But here's the 
thing that I want, I want to be able to say “it's really nice, see you later John”, he'll say “where're  you going”, I'll  
say “I'm off to talk to Helen Clark, because she wants to be Prime Minister too”. So what I'm trying to do is get 
ACT into a position where we have options, choice and here we are way over here with our policies if you like, 
compared to the other parties, but actually in the centre talking to them all about how to advance our cause and 
work with them, and that's why the significance of talking with the other parties is, and not bashing them up. So 
that's where we want to get. If you pulled it off, you'd deliver on your policies, and I think ideally you'd take 
ministers'  positions  outside  Cabinet.  So  you'd  be,  let's  imagine  that  you  campaigned  on  the  health  issue, 
transparency, I don't know what the case is, you know “Health Transparency for Kiwis” or “Kiwis..”, you know 
whatever, something sexy and the Taxpayer Rights Bill, which is sexy, and you'd say, Rodney Hide, his job is, 
he's minister outside Cabinet for Taxpayer Rights. He's got a bunch of resources, so you've actually got some 
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resources in Wellington and I've also got a platform, and it's a positive platform, and Heather Roy could be the 
Minister outside Cabinet for assuring health transparency. So we're not running the health system, or the tax 
system, or, that's just doing our bit. So we're actually in a powerful position. What do we need to do to get there? 
Well we actually need some runs on the board. And that's the significance of the Regulatory Responsibility Bill. 
For ten years as a politician, I've been standing up and saying here's what I'd, we'd do. Now I can stand up in 
front of an audience and say “here's what I've done, I've produced this bill, got it to Select Committee, make a 
submission”. [Mimicking audience] “You holy shit!” yeah and I say “I did that with two MPs, imagine what I 
could do with ten”. And my goal on that is to have a good Select Committee process and to pass it and have the 
Labour Party vote for us [?], to pass it, because I know I put so much pressure on them, somehow, haven't quite 
figured out, that they went “shit, to win the next election we need to pass this bill, because business is hounding 
our case”. So the pressure will go on them before the election I'm hoping, from business groups fed up with red 
tape. That's a big win. And you're standing there in the election campaign and people are saying, “oh well, you 
know Rodney Hide, can't do this”, so hang on buddy, I'm the prick that won Epsom and you said I couldn't do it.  
I'm the prick that got the Regulatory Responsibility Bill and you said I couldn't do it. You think this election's 
going to be hard? Nah!

But do you think that, I mean the Regulatory Responsibility Bill is fine, you know I can see the benefit of 
that and I'm sure lots of people, but just the big mass of voters there, it's not sexy enough?

Of course not. But again that's what I said to you, it's not enough, it's a string to the bow, right. It's what I'm 
doing in Parliament if you like. I can't not do something in Parliament because then what's the point of being an 
MP. So that's my little Parliamentary exercise if you like. Then you come back and say well what are you doing 
for the people of New Zealand? And in order to get the wider vote? Well I wrote a book, right. And so the book 
funnily enough picked up on the dancing, which is where the great mass of voters think of me and they come 
along and they say [mimicking voters] “yeah good that dancing, oh yeah there's that guy went dancing, I was 
really interested in that dancing, I'll buy the book for Dad, and have a read of it”. So like this is my platform, this 
book, it's a soft conversion tool, because people will read about my dancing, and they'll read an interesting story 
about  my life,  but  they  also  realise  why I'm not  a  socialist.  And that's  very,  very  important,  because  my 
observation is the great mass of people, is that they don't get it. They think that if you stand for freedom and 
capitalism, that somehow you don't care for people, that somehow you're just there for big business. So what I've 
tried to do with the book is explain actually I'm a capitalist, because I care, not only that, I'm an environmentalist 
and I spent years studying that stuff. So don't give me this hokey stuff about the Greens, you know I'm the real 
deal. That's the point of the book.  And also it sets out where ACT's going, in broad brush strokes. So the book is 
a great tool if you like for people to read and understand us, and in particular me, you know, because I'm the 
leader and I'm sort of a bit of the focus. So what I'm doing over the next two months, I've got my Regulatory 
Responsibility Bill in Parliament and I've got my book and I'm running around the whole country and in every 
little town I go to, I get to go to the shopping mall, sign the books, you should come with us after this, join us, 
you got the morning free?

Yeah

Yeah come with us, and you'll see it in action, sign books and bloody turn the people over, you see? I'm going to 
do that for two months, I'm starting now the next campaign. And I've got to have some successes, because you 
need runs on the board, success breeds success and I know that because I had failure after frigging failure and I  
know what that's like. So I make the book a success. So Random House are loving it,  because the book is 
actually selling. The next success I need are 5,000 new members and supporters. So I'm starting a programme, a 
project to actually get 5,000 new members and supporters and I do that by March. I believe if I do that I'll 
actually get to 2 or 3 per cent in the polls, in March. If I get 5,000 new members and supporters, I've got a great 
story to tell the punters that come to our conference in March. “Here we are, and in the book, here's what we're 
talking about, here's where we've got to, right, rah rah rah, balloons, woohoo, we've 2 or 3 per cent, we're on 
track”. And then I can actually push through, so that's, they're the things that I'm doing, and the great thing about 
the book is, it's a great mechanism for engaging with people who aren't actually political, and I mean I timed it 
with Random House for Father's Day, so it's like an easy sell, you know “shit, what am I going to get Dad?” -  
“buy him the book and I'll sign it and say you're a great daughter!”

So I guess this...

Don't go negative on me Geoffrey!

You've got it released for Father's Day, why not Mother's Day, ACT's got this perception, in the focus 
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groups I did, it's still got this perception of being a white male sort of party, still, ACT, not you, ACT. 
Why didn't you get it released for Mother's Day?

I only thought of the book at the end of January and that's, the timing worked for that. The opportunity was the 
Father's Day market or the Christmas Day market, and because I wanted to go earlier rather than later, I grabbed 
the Father's Day market. Now I'm going to keep selling this book through to Christmas, right, but yeah I think 
you're right, but I mean I'm not hanging around till Mother's Day next year. And interestingly the majority of the 
people that are buying the book are women, simply because they're the ones during the day that are in the 
bookstore with me. And I haven't figured out a way to sell it out to men, and I think it's reinforcing for me the 
need to change our name, because I think ACT has got that harsh feel to it for me, like I find it quite a hard word 
to say, oh it sounds German, with the greatest respect to the German people. It sounds like “Achtung!”- “okay!”, 
whereas we want something warm

So what about the name change idea?

Well I want to go through that process, I want to build up our membership and I think we have changed ACT 
totally, no longer a tactical appendage to the National Party, no longer an Opposition party, working with all the 
political parties, achieving the result at Parliament, all those things, hardened up on our core philosophy of the 
free market, that's the odd thing, we've actually softened up on the other parties, but actually hardened up on our 
policies and our philosophy. So we've changed everything. I've lost 35kgs, that's a big change. So we've done 
everything, but we've still got the same name and I think that name is dragging us. And it worries me a little bit 
because at least what we've got is somewhat known, but I can imagine coming up with a name that's sexier

Such as?

Haven't got a... 

///JOHN FRASER (SCENIC SOUTH BOARD MEMBER/HIDE'S CHAUFFEUR IN SOUTH ISLAND): We're 
working on that now///

The one that's appealed to me the most but I don't think it's right is “Free New Zealand”. It's a sort of party of 
New Zealand, a play again on words, but something like that, something that tells you what we stand for as well, 
because ACT doesn't actually tell you anything, there's no information or content in it

A few years ago you started the Liberal Project and you added “The Liberal Party” to the  logo, that 
didn't work?

I would say it's been a total failure and the reality is that the word “liberal” has got two meanings that are polar 
opposite and you're pushing the proverbial up the hill trying to explain to people what it actually means. So it 
was worth a shot and it failed. 

So you think that with “liberal” and just with policies in general, do you think ACT's policies have been 
too complicated, you know it's simple stuff?

Yeah, I would say this, that people paint the people who believe in the free market as hard and uncaring and I 
personally believe that Richard and I reinforced that message by our actions, and I loved being the boot boy in 
Parliament and the best Opposition MP, well I did, but you're in Parliament, on TV, pounding Benson-Pope into 
submission, pounding Helen Clark, you know, and what that did was reinforce “oh that's a hard and uncaring 
party”, if you question Maori funding, “oh yeah they don't like Maoris”, you know. So our actions reinforced a 
prejudice that people had against the market and the market economy and the people that promote it, and we 
didn't care about that. What I've found since 2005, and this was in a response to what members wanted, is I've 
presented myself as a warm guy, never attacks people, positive, Dancing with the Stars-type guy, I've never said 
a critical thing about an MP since, for over 12 months. And so what I've done there is, and ACT people have, is 
we've opened up lines of communication, so you'll see when you're with me this morning that people don't run 
away from me, they used to. “Shit, there's that guy” - now “oh how are you going?”. And so we've opened up 
those lines of communication, what I've got to do now is capitalise on it, and I'm still figuring that out, it's an 
evolving strategy

I mean you say members wanted it, but Deborah Coddington doesn't want it, Muriel Newman doesn't 
think much of it, neither does Stephen Franks, Roger Douglas doesn't either, I mean there seems to be 
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quite a few people who want the old ACT back?

Sure and that's why they're not on our list and I mean my view of Roger Douglas is, he's a great guy, but he's 
always bagged his own team, he's done that his entire life in politics, and so he's continued, he bagged ACT and 
me and Richard from the time we got to Parliament, so there's nothing new in that and I don't think Deborah 
Coddington ever particularly fitted into ACT and Muriel and Stephen Franks, well they weren't the liberal end of 
the caucus

Sorry?

They weren't the liberal end of the caucus, they were the conservative MPs, you know, lock 'em up, throw away 
the key, families have got to work, you'll do this, you'll do that, sort of approach to New Zealand, whereas 
Heather and I and Ken Shirley and Richard Prebble were the liberal end. And I think too that they learnt a way of 
doing things and that's how it should be done, whereas I think in 2005, I figured this wasn't working. And if I'm 
bashing my head against a wall and the wall's still standing after I'm there bleeding and broken, well I'm still 
keen to knock the wall over, but I'll go and find a jackhammer or something else to try. And to be honest too, at a 
personal level I much prefer what we're doing now. That I turned up to Parliament in sort of a political cloak, 
and it wasn't my personality, sort of a political persona. And funnily enough while  Dancing with the Stars I 
actually discovered publicly, I just let my true self, I just was myself, what else could I be? I can dance on TV. 
So it was pretty cool actually, just being yourself, and not sort of trying to be Richard Prebble, or trying to be 
Roger Douglas, because they were our mentors, models, and I went dancing and I was just me! And hey presto, 
people didn't mind that, and it's so much easier just to be yourself, so I actually couldn't go back to the old style 
of doing things, even if I thought it was a winner. Because I've sort of moved on. And life's like that, you know 
it's like you'll really love studying and then you'll go on to your next job and you'll really get into that and think 
“God I loved studying but I couldn't go back there”, you know, and so I see every political party and every 
political movement and political philosophy as building and developing and evolving and growing, through trial 
and error, through intelligence and that's what ACT has done. Will it be successful? Well time will tell. It won't 
fail because I haven't put enough effort in. It could fail because it's the wrong strategy and I'm the wrong person, 
but time will tell. And having decided on the strategy and worked it out, yes we'll evolve it and tweak it and all 
the rest of it, but I've learnt that there's nothing sillier in life than to sort of try one thing for a day and then get 
desperate and change it. You actually think it through and set your strategy, you work your principles out, you 
work on it and you make adjustments with the right information, you don't panic

[...]

The policies, why didn't you stick with the flat tax all along, now you're going for the Taxpayer Rights 
Bill, why not just say the “Flat Tax Party”? 

I'm thinking about that, so when I wrote the book, a flat tax was my preferred policy for 2008 and I liked the 
resonance of  20-10 by 2010.  Since finishing that  publisher's  draft,  I  got  my Regulatory Responsibility Bill 
through Parliament, first stage, and I thought wow, I might be able to go for a bigger prize, because I think the 
Taxpayer Rights Bill is a bigger prize and would have a bigger impact. And I also think that the flat tax would 
speak to our core constituency, but may turn off our potential constituency, because they don't get it. So that was 
my thinking and then there's a third point that occurred to me was: very, very hard for Helen Clark to consider a 
flat tax of 20 cents given her statements and her position. Not so hard for her to consider a Taxpayer Rights Bill. 
So it would give me a greater leverage on both the major parties to have something that both wouldn't rule out, 
whereas I might be in the election campaign, and then she just rules out 20 cents

Are you sure she wouldn't rule out a Taxpayer Rights Bill?

Well time will tell, because I'm actually meeting with Lianne Diaziel next Tuesday night, evening, to discuss my 
Regulatory Responsibility Bill, and I want to engage with the Labour government on a process for getting that 
bill voted through. And so if I get them properly considering  my Regulatory Responsibility Bill it gives me a bit 
of a feel and a precursor for it. And what I'd like to do in the election campaign is be able to position almost, they 
turn to John Key and say well who are your coalition partners? And he says “well there's ACT” and they go to 
Helen Clark and they say “who are your coalition partners?” and she'll go “well there's one, because we've been 
working with ACT”. That puts me in a very powerful position. They turn to me and they say “who's your 
preferred?” - “well actually, I think they're both the same, sitting there squabbling away, they don't do anything 
very differently and actually here's our core policy, everyone knows we're the free market party and our bottom 
lines are these, and we'll be talking to both Helen Clark and John Key on that basis?”
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What if they don't need you, what if Helen's got enough with the Greens?

Oh you're so much on the what-ifs Geoffrey! That's why I need 8 per cent. If I get 8 per cent, chances are they'll 
need me

So that's your first target, getting 8 per cent?

Mmm

And the membership you think that's quite important too...

Absolutely

...building up, you think the organisation got quite run down?

It is, but more particularly, you need a team and salespeople and so you can go and sell 5 books, just by talking 
to people, saying “I read Rodney Hide's book, you've got no idea, it's great”, you'll sell 5 books like that, you 
know, because they know you, and likewise when you become a member of ACT, you see “sign up and come 
and support us!”. And that's voices talking, all around New Zealand, ACT's okay, ACT stands for this, and the 
reason for this is what I can do and so I repeat, we need a big political party din, it makes such a difference

ENDS
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