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Submission to He Arotake Pōtitanga Motuhake the 

Independent Electoral Review Panel on the Consultation 

document: An invitation to tell us what you 

think about our electoral system 

 

Introduction 

1. The National Council of Women of New Zealand, Te Kaunihera Wāhine o Aotearoa 

(NCWNZ) is an umbrella group representing around 60 affiliated organisations and 200 

individual members. Collectively our reach is over 200,000 with many of our 

membership organisations representing all genders.  NCWNZ has 13 branches across the 

country. 

2. NCWNZ’s vision is a gender equal New Zealand and research shows we will be better off 

socially and economically if we are gender equal. Through research, discussion and 

action, NCWNZ in partnership with others, seeks to realise its vision of gender equality 

because it is a basic human right. 

3. This submission has been prepared by the NCWNZ Influence and Decision-Making Action 

Hub and the Parliamentary Watch Committee after consultation with the membership 

of NCWNZ. 

Executive Summary 

4. This submission focuses on the voter eligibility part of the review. The majority of 

members would like to see the removal of absence limits for citizens who are overseas 

and amendments to the Māori electoral option. The membership is split in its support of 

the voting age being 16 and removing the prohibition on prisoner voting.  

Question 2.1: What do you think the voting age should be? 

5. The NCWNZ membership was split in its recommendation on the voting age. 

6. Members who support lowering the voting age to 16 years old believe that as the school 

curriculum changes and students are exposed to more of the history of Aotearoa New 
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Zealand, students are better informed to develop positions on social and political issues. 

These young adults could offer a fresh perspective on key issues for the country 

(especially relating to climate change, environmental sustainability, inequality and social 

diversity) that would contribute to future directions for Aotearoa New Zealand. Civics 

education can mean young people are better informed than some adults.  

7. At 16 years old, people may leave home, make enquiries about their parentage, legally 

have sex and care for a baby, work and pay taxes, drive a car, and, in some 

circumstances, leave school and enter full-time employment. Currently the NZ 

population has an imbalance in the proportions of the population who are young adults 

and senior citizens1.  Reducing the voting age could correct the imbalance in political 

decision making between future generations and those who are older.  This is important 

when planning changes for the next 30 – 50 years. It is also right that young people are 

able to engage in decisions that will affect their futures.  

8. Some members considered that many 16-year-olds would give careful thought to how 

they exercised their vote. Others may just vote as their parents voted or not bother to 

vote at all. However, feeling that their views are valued and being enfranchised could 

encourage them to see themselves as those who could exercise some degree of political 

power. Current young voters are less likely to vote. If the practice of voting started when 

they were still studying or living at home, it is possible that it might become a lifelong 

practice. Sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds may also be more inclined to have respect for 

the law if they are recognised as voters who can have a political voice and can influence 

law-making.  

9. One member who has had experience working as a researcher with young people 

considered that students have many and varied ideas that they are keen to share and 

that many are desperate to be heard. As one young woman told the member for a 

research project:  

"All our lives, we've grown up to the previous couple of generations' set of rules. Now, we're 

coming into our own and we're going, actually we have all of these opinions, and we have all 

these ideas. We often just don't get given the time of day by adults a lot 'cos they think that 

we're immature or something."  

10. Members who do not support lowering the voting age to 16 years old believe that 

people this young are not mature enough to make informed voting decisions and are 

concerned about the influence of social media on young people who may not be able to 

distinguish fact from fiction. 

  

 
1 Environmental Health Intelligence New Zealand. https://www.ehinz.ac.nz/indicators/population-
vulnerability/age-profile/  
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Question 2.2: What changes, if any, should be made to voter eligibility 

rules? 

Absence limits 

11. NCWNZ members support extending or removing the 3-year absence limits for citizens 

living overseas. Members believe that there are many reasons why people may not be 

able to return home, including financial barriers and COVID-19 travel restrictions, and 

that to deny a citizen the right to vote in their home country because they have not 

been in it is to deny their rights as a citizen. 

12. Aotearoa New Zealand citizens who are overseas will maintain a vested interest in 

voting on government policy here for a range of reasons, including that they have family 

here, investments and assets here, are paying tax or student loan, and that they plan to 

return to live here in the future. The connections sustained by expatriate New 

Zealanders can positively impact our foreign relationships and trade. Continuing to 

recognise people as voters will facilitate these connections and make it more likely 

people will return to fill vacant positions and contribute to Aotearoa New Zealand's 

development. This is important given how many highly skilled New Zealanders emigrate. 

13. Members support that this change would facilitate greater participation in democracy. 

They believe that those with experience living overseas may provide a wider viewpoint 

on some issues being considered during an election.  

14. Members acknowledge that there is a risk that people living overseas for an extended 

period may not be informed about the current political environment in Aotearoa New 

Zealand and that increased overseas voting will lead to increased administrative costs. 

However, it is believed that advances in digital technology minimise these risks and that 

anyone who wishes to vote is likely to be engaged in, and informed about, New Zealand 

politics. It is also noted that most other countries do not have residency requirements to 

vote. 

People in prison 

15. The NCWNZ membership was split in its recommendation of whether people in prison 

serving a life sentence, preventive detention, or a sentence of three years or more 

should be eligible to vote.  

16. Members who support their eligibility believe that it is a basic human right in a 

democracy to exercise a vote. Prisoners not being able to vote contravenes multiple 
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provisions of the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 19902, and is inconsistent with the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights3 and with the Treaty of Waitangi.  

17. Retaining the right to vote would encourage prisoners to stay engaged in society and 

feel they have a voice in the direction of Aotearoa New Zealand, which could help with 

rehabilitation and lower the likelihood of re-offending. One member stated:  

"I believe that a vote allows self-esteem and an element of hope in the system that put them 

in prison. All people accept a law more readily when they know there has been debate and 

people have a say in it - even when the result is not their choice of action. It helps prisoners 

to feel they still can have a role in society on release; that they have worth even if they have 

offended." 

18. The disproportionate number of Māori in prison mean current prohibitions are a form of 

discrimination against Māori and do not honour Te Tiriti o Waitangi. They contribute to 

the disenfranchisement of Māori and can perpetuate intergenerational trauma. Changes 

would protect the right of Māori to equitably participate in the electoral process and 

exercise their tino rangatiratanga individually and collectively. 

19. Members noted that for change to be meaningful, prisoners will need full and unbiased 

access to information about the elections, acknowledging that support to engage with 

information may be needed given low education and literacy levels for many prisoners.  

20. Members who do not support people in prison for extended periods being able to vote 

believe that there should be consequences to breaking the law, including losing the right 

to vote. 

Question 2.4: What changes, if any, are needed to the Māori Electoral 

Option? 

21. The majority of NCWNZ members are supportive of Māori being able to switch electoral 

rolls at almost any time. They believe the current system to enable Māori to change 

their vote is cumbersome, narrow and limits the full participation of Māori in their 

democratic right to vote. 

22. This change enables tangata whenua to exercise their full and deserved rights and 

follows recommendations from many committees and reviews that have been going on 

for years4.  Not everyone is as engaged with politics outside of elections, or even during 

elections. Further, many Māori are still learning more about their whakapapa, hapū and 

 
2 New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990. 

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1990/0109/latest/DLM224792.html?search=ta_act%40act_N_a
c%40ainf%40anif_an%40bn%40rn_25_a&p=4  

3 United Nations. 1966. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-
political-rights  

4 For example, Report of the Electoral Commission on the 2017 General Election, 2018. 
https://elections.nz/assets/2017-general-election/Report-of-the-Electoral-Commission-on-the-2017-
General-Election-March-2020.pdf  

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1990/0109/latest/DLM224792.html?search=ta_act%40act_N_ac%40ainf%40anif_an%40bn%40rn_25_a&p=4
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1990/0109/latest/DLM224792.html?search=ta_act%40act_N_ac%40ainf%40anif_an%40bn%40rn_25_a&p=4
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://elections.nz/assets/2017-general-election/Report-of-the-Electoral-Commission-on-the-2017-General-Election-March-2020.pdf
https://elections.nz/assets/2017-general-election/Report-of-the-Electoral-Commission-on-the-2017-General-Election-March-2020.pdf
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iwi and over time identifying with their Māori heritage. It is important when this 

happens that they can, as soon as possible, change their registration as voters - it is not 

appropriate that they have to wait for years. Being able to identify as Māori for elections 

is a right for Māori and consistent with Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

23. The removal of barriers to changing registrations would contribute to a healthier 

democracy in Aotearoa New Zealand. It would enable more voters to make choices 

about their registration on either the General or the Māori roll, and encourage them to 

vote because they are more likely to feel that the electoral system facilitates their 

choices and enables them to use their vote effectively. Members hope the change could 

also lead to greater Māori representation in politics. 

24. Members disagreed on whether there should be a “shut off” period for changing rolls 

prior to an election. Some believe that allowing for Māori to exercise their right to 

choose their own roll even on polling day matters – that may be the only day they are 

engaged with politics, able to learn about the roll system and make that choice – and to 

deny that is unconscionable. Others are concerned about the administrative burden of 

enabling roll changes at any time, noting that Special Votes are administratively more 

complex, carry a higher risk of errors occurring, and can delay the announcement of 

election results. 

Conclusions 

25. Thank you for the opportunity to submit on the Review. It is extremely wide ranging and 

there was insufficient time to collect comments on all the issues for the submission. We 

therefore focused on voter eligibility, in particular the voting age, absence limits, 

prisoner voting and the Māori electoral option. 

 

   

 

Suzanne Manning   Amy Rice 

NCWNZ Board    Influence and Decision-Making Action Hub 


