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Local elections 2019: Quick facts  
“..If democracy is to do with self-government, the control of one’s own life and environment, then the 
most important area of control is the most immediate environment, the locality in which one lives. Home 
and neighbourhood should take precedence over the wider and more remote units of region, state or 
nation” (Richard Mulgan).  

Local government is our primary level of democracy.  It provides a mechanism for people to participate 
in local public affairs and have a say in the way in which their communities are run and the local public 
services they receive.  It also enables people to learn about democracy through practice and become 
active citizens in their own right.  Local democracy is also much more than simply voting.  As these quick 
facts highlight, a healthy democracy is also characterised by active competition for seats and elected 
bodies that not only represent their communities, but are also representative of them, that is, reflect 
community diversity.   

These quick facts are designed to provide a snapshot of those elected in the 2019 local authority 
elections to our local and regional councils, local boards and community boards.  Please note that unless 
specified otherwise, all references to elected members include mayors, councillors, local board 
members and community board members. 

Turnout 

Figure 1 describes total and average turnout in the local authority elections, as well as parliamentary 
elections, from 1987 to 2019. 

Figure 1: Voter turnout 1987 - 2019 

 
Source: LGNZ/Electoral Commission 
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Beginning in the late 1980’s, the overall trend is for turnout to decline in both local and parliamentary 
elections, with the gap between parliamentary turnout and average council turnout growing from 23 
per cent in 1987/89, to 31 per cent in 2019.  The rate of turnout decline was similar for both local and 
parliamentary elections until 2011/13 when it began to reverse, with total turnout for local authority 
elections appearing to have plateaued at 42/43 per cent.  New Zealand is not alone in having 
experienced turnout decline, sharing this with most countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD). 

There are two common ways of measuring turnout in local authority elections – total percentage and 
average percentage. 

1. Total; the percentage of those who voted in all local authority elections as a proportion of 
all those eligible to vote; 

2. Average; the average of the turnout rate of all local elections, calculated by adding together 
the percentage turnout figure achieved by each council and dividing by the total number of 
councils. 

Each approach has a different use.  While the total percentage provides a snapshot of the number of 
eligible voters who voted in local government elections, it has at least two limitations.  Firstly, it ignores 
the fact that there are 78 elections, each unique in their own way.  Secondly, the total figure is heavily 
influenced by turnout in a small number of very large councils, thereby failing to provide an indication of 
the level of interest in local elections in New Zealand as a whole (as an example, figure 1 shows the 
impact of one council, the Auckland Amalgamation, on voter turnout in 2010.)   

The average percentage is also commonly used in other countries, so enables international comparisons 
to be made.  Figure 2 compares average turnout in New Zealand with turnout in local government 
systems in a number of other unitary and federal councils.  As a broad trend, Anglophone countries, that 
is countries with legal and constitutional systems indebted to the United Kingdom, tend to have lower 
levels of turnout.   

Figure 2: Turnout compared 
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Turnout by council size 

An established pattern found in New Zealand and elsewhere is that turnout tends to be higher in local 
governments that have smaller population rather than larger populations.  On average, as councils 
become larger turnout declines.  New Zealand has comparatively large (in area and population terms) 
councils compared to other countries in the OECD.   

Figure 3 compares voter turnout in councils according to four sectors; regional, metropolitan, provincial 
and rural.  These are categories used by LGNZ to help develop services and policies relevant to councils 
of different size and capability.  Sector turnout shows a correlation between higher turnout and smaller 
populations, with voters in the rural sector consistently voting at a higher rate than others.  Figure 3 also 
shows the impact of increased turnout in rural and provincial councils on the 2019 turnout levels, 
compensating for the reduction in metropolitan sector voters.  

Sectors Population 
Regional N/A 
Metropolitan Above 90,000  
Provincial 20,000 – 89,999 
Rural Under 20,000 

Figure 3: Turnout by sector size 

 

Historical trends: Wellington 

Turnout decline is not a recent phenomenon, as shown in figure 4 which maps the turnout in Wellington 
City over the last 80 years.  The series begins in 1938 as this was the first election to be held after the 
decision to switch from two year to three year electoral terms.  In addition, Wellington City was largely 
unaffected by the 1989 reorganisation which means that the series data is comparable.  
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Figure 4: Historical trends: Wellington City 

 
Source: Wellington City Council 

In the space of 80 years, overall turnout in Wellington City has fallen on average from approximately 51 
per cent to 41 per cent.  The graph also shows the impact of widespread adoption of postal voting in 
1989, which saw turnout increase in Wellington City by just over eight per cent. 

Turnout by council 

For the 2019 elections, the ten councils with the highest turnout all had turnout levels above 55.5 per 
cent, which was also the case in 2013.  Most were in the South Island with only two of the councils in 
the North Island, Carterton and South Wairarapa.  All ten councils are in the rural sector and have 
populations under 20,000.  

Figure 5: Ten councils with the highest turnout 
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Voter turnout tends to be greater in smaller councils, although there can be exceptions, often caused by 
specific issues or topical events.  The scatter gram in figure 6 shows the relationship between turnout 
and council population.  It indicates a small negative correlation between the size of a council and voter 
turnout, with an increase in size associated with a decline in turnout (R square of 0.2302).  Please note, 
Auckland Council is not included in the graph due to presentation difficulties.  Overall, the larger a 
council’s population grows, the more likely it is that voter turnout will decline; a pattern reflecting the 
information problems created when the distance between citizens and their representatives increases. 

Figure 6: The relationship between council population and voting 

 
Source: LGNZ 

Related to the impact of council size on turnout is the representation ratio.  The representation ratio 
refers to the number of citizens represented by each elected member, the more citizens represented by 
an elected member the higher the ratio, see table 1.  Voting tends to be higher in those councils where 
the ratio of residents to members is small, that is, each elected member represents a small number of 
local residents.  This is because members are more likely to be known by potential voters, thus able to 
better respond to constituent’s concerns and it is easier for potential voters to assess policies and 
performance. 

Systems with high representation ratios tend to have fewer elected representatives and, as a result, find 
it more difficult to reflect the diversity of their particular communities (fewer positions therefore less 
ability for minority groups to get around the table).  New Zealand has a high ratio of residents to 
members, see table 1. 
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Table 1: Ratio of residents to members 

France 1:120 
Germany 1:250 
South Australia 1:2,088 
Wales 1:2,376 
United Kingdom 1:2,600 
New South Wales 1:3,942 
Scotland 1:4,229 
New Zealand 1:5,000 

Competition for seats: 

Competition for seats is one of a number of factors commonly used to measure the health of a 
democracy.  Competition for seats is determined by working out the candidate ratio, which is the 
number of candidates standing for the governing body of each council divided by the number of seats 
on the governing body.  Competition for seats in New Zealand local government has been relatively 
consistent throughout the last two decades with a ratio of approximately two candidates per seat, see 
figure 7. 

Figure 7: Overall competition for seats 2019 

 

Competition tends to vary by type of local authority, with urban authorities tending to have more 
competition for seats than rural authorities or regional councils.  However, exceptions, due to local 
circumstances, are common.  This was the case in 2019, with Ōpōtiki and Grey districts both featuring in 
the top ten most competitive races, even though they are small and largely rural councils, along with 
Horowhenua and Environment Canterbury.  With regard to Ōpōtiki and Grey, the retirement of long 
serving and popular mayors may have been a factor in encouraging greater candidate interest, while 
2019 was the first time that Canterbury voters have had a chance to vote for a fully democratic council 
since 2010, see figure 8.  
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Figure 8: The ten most competitive council races 

 

Members elected unopposed (uncontested seats) 

Just as competition for seats tells us something for the vibrancy of local democracy, so does the number 
of seats which are not subject to an election at all, that is, seats where an incumbent is not challenged 
or where there is only one contender.  A high proportion of uncontested seats could suggest a lack of 
community interest or a belief that the local council is not relevant.  Over recent elections, the number 
of uncontested seats is trending downwards.  This figure includes all seats, governing bodies, local 
boards and community boards, see figure 9. 

Figure 9: Uncontested seats 2010 - 2019 

 

Mayoral contests generally receive the most media and public interest during local government 
elections, particularly when the challengers are individuals who are well known.  This also reflects the 
community leadership role of mayors and the fact that they tend to be full-time and are thus better 
known.  Because they attract interest, strongly contested mayoral races tend to result in higher turnout 
levels.  In contrast, elections where there is no contest for the position of mayor often have lower 
turnout levels.  Over the last four elections, the number of uncontested mayoral elections has fluctuated 
between ten and six.  In the 2019 elections only six mayoral races were uncontested, see figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Uncontested mayoral races 

 

Who are our elected members? 

A test of any democracy is the degree to which those elected as representatives are actually 
representative of the electorate.  Historically, those elected to local authorities tend to be older than the 
electorate, mostly male and generally Pākehā.  The cohort elected at the 2019 local authority elections 
is an indication that the historical profile may be changing; in contrast to previous cohorts it is 
characterised by a greater number of young (under 40) members, more women, and more Māori.   

The proportion of female elected members has been trending upward since the reform of local 
government in 1989 and currently sits at its highest level at 40.5 per cent, see figure 11. 

Figure 11: Proportion of female elected members

 
The 2019 local authority elections say the proportion of members who identify as Māori reach 13.5 per 
cent of all members, up from 10 per cent in 2016 and almost twice the proportion elected in 2013.  
Māori members are more likely to be younger and female than non-Māori members.  
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Figure 12: Proportion of members who are Māori 

 

The proportion of young members grew significantly a result of the 2019 elections.  The 18 – 30 group 
increased from just over 1 per cent to almost 5 per cent while the 31 – 40 group increased from 6 per 
cent to over 9 per cent.   While there has been a material growth in the number of young members, the 
2019 cohort has seen a growth in the number of members older than 70, leaving the average age (65-
70) relatively unchanged, see figure 13.  

Figure 13: Age of elected members 

 

For further information go to https://www.lgnz.co.nz/local-government-in-nz/vote2019/ or contact Dr 
Mike Reid at mike.reid@lgnz.co.nz 
 
 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2016 2019

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

18 - 30 31 - 40 41 - 50 51 - 60 61 - 70 71+

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge 2016 2019

https://www.lgnz.co.nz/local-government-in-nz/vote2019/
mailto:mike.reid@lgnz.co.nz

	Turnout
	Source: LGNZ/Electoral Commission
	Turnout by council size
	Historical trends: Wellington
	Source: Wellington City Council
	Turnout by council
	Competition for seats:
	Members elected unopposed (uncontested seats)
	Who are our elected members?

