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The Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) is monitoring 
and reporting on the progress of the recovery. The Canterbury 
Wellbeing Index tracks the progress of social recovery using 
indicators to identify emerging social trends and issues.

Why is civil participation important? 
Civil participation in public decision-making gives people a way of contributing to the communities 
they live in. This contribution is an important aspect of people’s wellbeing. 

Participation can bring an ability to influence decisions, as well as opportunities to connect with others 
in the community and to learn and understand what is going on. It can also build a sense of being 
valued by community leaders and others in the community.1 Experts agree that having a say in the 
rebuild helps people’s recovery.2

Electoral participation is one way of measuring how much people feel engaged in, and responsible 
for, their community. If people believe strongly in their ability to be heard and to make a difference, 
they tend to enrol and to vote in elections.3

Higher voter turnout rates also suggest that the population has confidence in government and 
believes that the government is responsive to the views of citizens.4 

General elections are held at least every three years, with the most recent held in September 2014. 
Local government elections are also held every three years, most recently in October 2013.

There appears to be little research on the impact of natural disasters on voter turnout, but it is 
generally agreed that disasters are likely to reduce voter participation.5 For example, voter turnout 
overall decreased after Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans. However, the impact of the disaster was 
not straightforward: in some more heavily flooded areas, turnout actually increased while it fell in 
some of the less flooded areas.6

How was civil participation impacted by the earthquakes?
The 2010 local government elections were held just one month after the September 2010 earthquake. 
Postal ballots were due by 9 October 2010. 

The Christchurch City Council ran a campaign to raise voter awareness. Advertisements were placed 
on buses, in malls and in doctors’ surgeries, and radio advertising and interviews were undertaken. As 
noted in Figure 1 this campaign appeared successful as voter turnout in the city increased by 10 per 
cent between 2007 and 2010.

The 2011 general election was held nine months after the February 2011 earthquake and just five 
months after the major June 2011 aftershocks. In recognition that the earthquakes had caused 
significant infrastructure and communications obstacles, the Electoral Commission heavily promoted 
advance voting in Christchurch.7 Advance mobile services were provided via campervans which 
stopped at pre-advertised sites on the paths of local bus routes. 
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As a result, a survey of voter and non-voter experiences found that 80 per cent of Christchurch 
residents were aware of advance voting options, in contrast to 63 per cent of residents nationally.8 
Advance voting in the badly damaged electorates of Christchurch East and Christchurch Central (19 
per cent in each case) was higher than the national average of 15 per cent.9

This same survey found that Christchurch residents typically knew more about aspects of the general 
election process and the associated referendum than New Zealanders as a whole.10

In the 2014 general election, voter turnout across New Zealand as a percentage of those eligible to 
vote increased 4 per cent to 77 per cent, almost equalling  the levels of 2008 and 2005 after a dip 
in 2011. Voter turnout in Christchurch returned to very similar levels as 2008, with the exception of 
Christchurch East, Wigram and Ilam electorates.

Declining voter turnout is a long-term global trend.11

What is happening now?

Public engagement

Public engagement in decision-making relating to the recovery of greater Christchurch is a key 
element of the Recovery Strategy for Greater Christchurch: Mahere Haumanutanga o Waitaha. CERA 
facilitates this involvement through its Community Engagement Strategy.

As part of this strategy, CERA developed engagement guidelines to help identify opportunities for the 
public to be involved in various aspects of recovery. Public engagement can include scoping, problem 
solving, and identifying issues and considerations, and can ultimately impact on the long-term 
sustainability and success of initiatives, policies and activities. 

In line with these guidelines, CERA is communicating and engaging with individuals, families and 
communities to ensure they are supported to shape their own recovery. Providing information in a 
timely and targeted manner can be of huge benefit to communities. It is essential that the information 
reaches the intended audience in a way that is easily understood and helps people to respond in a 
way that is appropriate for their situation.12

There have been increasing opportunities for communities to get involved with shaping the future of 
Greater Christchurch. ‘Canvas – your thinking for the red zone’ engagement was held in Waimakariri 
from 30 July 2014 and ran for six weeks until 12 September. During that time, nearly 600 people 
contributed their vision, from which more than 2,750 ideas and values were identified for the future 
use of the Waimakariri red zones. Themes drawn from this included people’s desire to see the natural 
environment restored so that community activities and new community facilities could be developed 
on the land. They also wanted a place to remember the earthquakes and what happened to the land.

The Visionarium (Future Christchurch), located in Re:START, has provided more than 50,000 people 
the opportunity to see what has occurred to date in the recovery and rebuild in both the suburban 
areas and the central city. It also provides visual demonstrations of what is proposed as the rebuild 
continues to encourage public feedback and ideas. 

The ‘Ideas to Remember’ engagement informed the development of an earthquake memorial to 
honour the lives of those who died in Canterbury’s earthquakes and acknowledge the shared trauma 
experienced by the people of Canterbury. More than 330 design ideas from 37 countries were 
received.

The submissions were shortlisted to six by an evaluation panel made up of arts professionals, experts 
in architecture and landscape architecture and a participant on behalf of the bereaved families.

The shortlisted designs were shared with bereaved families, the seriously injured and those who 
survived the major building collapses. Their feedback was a very important part of the development of 
the designs. 

The final six of these were shortlisted and feedback was sought from the public with more than 2,000 
comments received. 

Recovery plans such as the Natural Environment Recovery Plans and the Land Use Recovery Plan, 
which set the strategic direction for recovery and regeneration have sought public input as has the 
Victoria Square design and the District Plan review.
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Electoral participation

In 2013, the parliamentary electorate names and boundaries for the 2014 and 2017 general elections 
were reviewed by the Representation Commission to ensure that the number of people in each 
electorate reflect changes in the population following the 2013 Census of Population and Dwellings 
and to ensure that electorate names remain relevant. 

Major boundary changes in the Christchurch area were proposed because of significant population 
movement away from the Christchurch East, Christchurch Central and Port Hills electorates. The 
Waimakariri, Wigram and Selwyn electorates had increased beyond the permitted population limit.

The proposed boundaries were then notified to the general public and to members of Parliament, 
as well as being put forward for public discussion for appropriate modification or adjustment. In April 
2014 the Representation Commission finalised the electorate names and boundaries, which are 
available on the Electoral Commission’s website.13

The next general election is scheduled to be held no later than 18 November 2017, and the next local 
government election is scheduled for 2016. 

What are the indicators telling us?
This report measures civil participation in five ways.

• Confidence in earthquake recovery decision-making.

• Satisfaction with earthquake recovery communications and information.

• Satisfaction with opportunities to influence earthquake recovery decisions.

• Voter turnout in local elections for councillors.

• Voter turnout in general elections.

Decision-making and communication related to earthquake recovery

Figure 1 shows confidence in overall decision-making relating to the recovery between 2012 and 
2015, as recorded in the CERA Wellbeing Survey. 

In September 2014 34 per cent of residents expressed confidence in overall decision-making. Another 
34 per cent indicated they lacked such confidence. In April 2015 30 per cent of residents expressed 
confidence, 37 per cent lacked confidence and the remaining 33 per cent were non-committal. 

Figure 1: Confidence in earthquake recovery decision-making (CERA Wellbeing Survey) 
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Figure 2 shows respondents’ satisfaction with communications and information from recovery 
agencies. In April 2015 the results from the CERA Wellbeing Survey relating to the overall provision 
of information across all recovery agencies was not as positive as in September 2014, when this 
satisfaction had increased. Thirty-three per cent of residents expressed satisfaction with information 
received about earthquake recovery decisions, 26 per cent were dissatisfied and the remaining 41 per 
cent did not have a firm view.

Figure 2: Satisfaction with earthquake recovery communications and information  
(CERA Wellbeing Survey) 
 

Figure 3 shows that in April 2015 30 per cent of residents in greater Christchurch reported being 
satisfied or very satisfied with the opportunities the public has had to influence earthquake recovery 
decisions. 33 per cent said they were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

Figure 3: Satisfaction with opportunities to influence decisions (CERA Wellbeing Survey) 
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Local elections

Figure 4 shows that voter turnout for local elections increased in Christchurch city between 2004 and 
2010, including after the September 2010 earthquake. Turnout grew from 39 per cent in 2004 to 42 
per cent in 2007 and 52 per cent in 2010. However, local election voter turnout declined between 
2010 and 2013 to 43 per cent. This is similar to the national figure of 41 per cent.

Voter turnout for local elections declined slightly in Waimakariri and Selwyn districts between the 2007 
and 2010 elections. This pattern has continued in 2013.

Figure 4: Voter turnout in local government elections for councillors 
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General elections

Figure 5 shows that voter turnout for general elections in greater Christchurch declined from 2005 to 
2011 but showed a marked improvement in 2014. Voter turnout in 2014 has improved in all greater 
Christchurch electorates, consistent with voting trends in New Zealand overall.

In the 2011 election Christchurch East had the greatest decline, falling by 8 per cent from an 81 per 
cent turnout in 2008 to a 73 per cent turnout in 2011. This increased to 77 percent in 2014. 

In Te Tai Tonga Māori electorate, which covers a wider area than Canterbury alone, turnout fell by 7 
per cent from 64 per cent in 2008 to 57 per cent in 2011. This returned to 64 per cent in 2014. 

The Wigram turnout fell by 7 per cent from 79 per cent in 2008 to 72 per cent in 2011. This increased 
to 74 per cent in 2014. 

The General Election Report 201414 identified some reasons behind why people did not vote. The 
most common reason given for not voting was ‘lack of interest’ in voting, which accounted for 27 per 
cent of non-voters, up from 21 per cent in 2011. Nine per cent of non-voters ‘can’t be bothered with 
politics or politicians’, 8 per cent ‘can’t be bothered voting’ and 6 per cent think ‘it makes no difference 
who the government is’.  Almost a quarter of non-voters didn’t vote because of self-stated barriers to 
voting, including health reasons, religious reasons and other commitments (including work). 

Figure 5: Voter turnout in general elections 
 

 

 
Voter turnout in 2014 
has improved in all 
greater Christchurch 
electorates, 
consistent with  
voting trends in  
New Zealand overall.



0800 RING CERA  I  0800 7464 2372  I  Fax (03) 963 6382  I  www.cera.govt.nz/cwi  |  7

Find out more 
Find out more about the Canterbury Wellbeing Index: www.cera.govt.nz/cwi

Find out more about CERA’S Community Engagement Strategy: http://cera.govt.nz/sites/default/files/
common/cera-community-engagement-strategy.pdf

Find out more about elections in New Zealand: www.elections.org.nz 

Find out more about electorate-level turnout information from 1996: www.electionresults.org.nz

Find out more about electoral boundary changes: www.elections.org.nz/news-media/changes-
proposed-electorate-boundaries-0 and www.elections.org.nz/events/electorate-boundary-review and 
www.elections.org.nz/sites/default/files/bulk-upload/documents/proposed_electoral_districts_2013_
report.pdf

Find out more about the New Zealand General Social Survey results on non-voters in the 2008 and 
2011 elections: www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Well-being/civic-
human-rights/non-voters-2008-2011-gen-elections.aspx

Technical notes

CERA Wellbeing Survey

Data source:  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority 

Data frequency: Six-monthly September 2012, April 2013, September 2013,  
  April 2014, September 2014 and April 2015

Data complete until: April 2015

Notes: The April 2015 CERA Wellbeing Survey is the sixth survey in the series providing information 
about the residents of greater Christchurch. Respondents were randomly selected from the Electoral 
Roll. The survey was delivered online and by hard copy from 11 March to 5 May 2015. The response 
rate was 36 per cent. Weighting was used to correct for imbalances in sample representation. The 
survey was developed in partnership with Christchurch City Council, Waimakariri District Council, 
Selwyn District Council, the Canterbury District Health Board, Ngāi Tahu and the Natural Hazards 
Research Platform. For results from the surveys, see: www.cera.govt.nz/wellbeing-survey

Voting information

Data source:  Electoral Commission. The Local Authority Election Statistics (Department  
  of Internal Affairs)

  Local Government New Zealand

Data frequency:  Each election

Data complete until: 2011, 2013 and 2014

Notes: Voter turnout is defined as the proportion of all enrolled electors who cast a vote in general 
elections (Voter turnout = Total votes cast / Electoral population). 

Local government elections occur every three years, most recently in 2013. Territorial authority 
elections for councillors and for mayors have almost identical turnout rates for these electorates. For 
simplicity, we are reporting only on councillor elections.

Electoral boundary review (general elections)

The parliamentary electorate names and boundaries for the 2014 and 2017 general elections have 
been reviewed by a statutory body called the Representation Commission.

This will ensure that the number of people in each electorate reflects changes in the population and 
that electorate names remain relevant.

Statistics New Zealand calculates the number of general and Māori electorates and population size 



8  I  0800 RING CERA  I  0800 7464 2372  I  Fax (03) 963 6382  I  www.cera.govt.nz/cwi

for each electorate following the Census. The Representation Commission used these electoral 
populations and other statutory criteria to decide the electorate boundaries. 

The proposed electorate boundaries were released for public comment on 21 November 2013.

The Commission finalised the electorate names and boundaries in April 2014 for the 2014 and 2017 
general elections.15 

Non-voters in 2008 and 2011 general elections 

Data source:  Statistics New Zealand

Data frequency:  From the 2010 and 2012 NZGSS conducted every 2 years

Data complete until: 2012 

This report produced in 2012 presents reasons people gave for not voting. It includes selected 
characteristics of the non-voters, including their age, feelings of income adequacy, labour force status 
and migrant status. 

The report is based on self-reported voting behaviour from the NZGSS and findings can be different 
from administrative data or voter turnout data available from the Electoral Commission. 
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