
Democracy is a key aspect of the New Zealand we know today. Despite this, many teenagers do not 
understand democracy or the key ways it affects them, and they affect it. The word democracy comes 
from the ancient Greek word “demokratia”, meaning “people power”. In ancient Athens (part of ancient 
Greece), a system of “one man, one vote” was used. Every male citizen in Athens would be given one 
vote, which they could use to vote on laws, policies, and representatives within the Assembly (their main 
body of government). Today, we have expanded on the Athenian system, particularly by giving everyone 
the vote, not just men. Modern democracy is most famously applied when it comes to central 
government, that being the people in charge of the whole country. However, for most people, the central 
government will likely not be the main form of governance that affects their daily lives.  

Local government, i.e. councils, generally have more impact on people than the central government, 
especially in rural areas like Pahiatua. Many projects, such as the skate park, or the Wakeman Street 
water tank, have been done by the council, all with large impacts on the local community, and especially 
our chosen demographic of students who attend our college. Despite this, less than 45% of eligible 
voters aged between 18-24 voted in the 2022 local election, with the stats for the next group of voters 
looking even worse. Young people within our district today are uninterested in the council. Most couldn’t 
even tell us what the council was or does (as proven in our video). One of the key reasons for this is that 
young people today are uninterested in democracy. Most see it as a boring topic for old people in fancy 
suits and big rooms. Most do not see how democracy impacts them or see why they should care, 
especially when referring to our local government, the council. 

 

 Council is the ‘grassroots’ of government as said by Greens MP Tamatha Paul. That has all its focus on a 
set area around the country. They look after things such as local roads, water, libraries, parks and pools. 
Tararua District Council has the area from as far north as Norsewood to as far south as Eketahuna, and 
all the way to the coastal communities. Made up of 10 people including Mayor and deputy mayor. 4 from 
the south ward, 4 from the north ward and 1 Māori ward member. Tararua District council look at local 
needs and are advocates for the local community when taking something to central government. Civil 
defense and emergency management is also managed by them as well as planning for the future needs 
for the district.  Elections are held every three years – This year occurring in October on the 11th and 10 
members will be (re)elected for the next term of three years.   

 

New Zealand is very fortunate to have a democratic system. Many people in New Zealand seem to take it 
all for granted and assume that it is the normal around the world. In terms of council, councilors and 
mayors are elected every three years. This is done through the FPP system or the ‘First past the post’. The 
Mayor does not have full control over the council, instead a majority of councilors must agree on a 
matter before deciding what to do with it. No single person has control on the table. Local governments 
including our very own Tararua District are required to consult with the members of the public on things 
like bylaws which means everyone gets a say. Adding on to our earlier point, even those who are still 
attending high school have the ability to make a change. Having a say in democracy at a local level does 
not require you to be at least 18 years old.  



 

 

Our democracy, however, faces many problems. Recent events such as COVID and the financial crisis 
as well as the increase in social media usage has caused young people to become more extreme in their 
political views. Combining this with the disinterest in democracy many our age has, results in a nation 
where its future MP’s, Mayors, and Prime Ministers are uninterested in even hearing about our 
democracy and the decisions our government makes. This is a key weakness in our system that needs to 
be addressed, otherwise, our democracy, both locally and centrally, could be undermined by more 
authoritarian parties who promise simplicity, or a “fresher” approach to governance, one that appeals 
more to them.  

 

This can be avoided if the youth understand that democracy is not something that doesn’t involve them, 
but rather it is something they are a key part of. Today’s teenagers, college students and young people in 
general are the people who will have to live in the world created by today’s laws, policies and today’s 
governments. For this reason, it is imperative that they understand and take an active role in our 
democracy. On a more local level, we are already affected. Particularly in the Tararua district, a key 
complaint is that there is nothing for teenagers to do. However, despite this, large numbers of people our 
age (who are eligible) are not enrolled to vote, and most do not know how to communicate with the 
council, or to have their ideas heard. It’s not that the council does not wish to act on this issue, it's that 
they don't know or understand what teenagers want, because they don't tell the council. These are 
issues that could be solved if people simply took their concerns to the proper channels (the council). It's 
not as if we (those between the ages of 13-18) don’t have ideas, it's just that they don’t know how to 
communicate their ideas to the council.   

 

To summarize, one of the key weaknesses of our democracy here in the Tararua District is that the youth 
do not get involved in it, as they find it “boring” or simply do not understand how it works. This creates a 
society where what people our age want is often unheard, leading to frustration with the system and a 
general dissatisfaction with how our district is. However, if they were to get involved, to speak up, to 
make their voices heard, they would realise just how much impact they can have on their lives and the 
lives of the community.             
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