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1. Purpose  

The purpose of this working paper is to explore alt ernative forms of New Zealand’s Mixed 

Member Proportional (MMP) electoral system 1. Sustainable Future’s approach adjusts two 

variables to develop four alternative options for M MP. The allocation of seats in the House of 

Representatives is recalculated for each option, using the 2008 election results as a base.  

The results of the four alternative options are summarised, and carried over into Appendix 4 

of Report 8, Effective M� ori Representation in Parliament: Working towards a National Sustainable 

Development Strategy (SFI, 2010). The purpose of Report 8 is to explore the goal of effective 

M� ori representation in Parliament, through the follo wing five objectives.  

Objective 1:   To develop a working definition of effective repr esentation; 

Objective 2:   To explore the history of separate M� ori representation in New Zealand; 

Objective 3: To gain an understanding of the key strengths and w eaknesses of the M� ori 
representation gained through our current system of  Mixed Member 
Proportional representation with separate M � ori electorate seats; 

Objective 4:   To consider mechanisms for improving the effectiv eness of M� ori 
representation within New Zealand’s parliamentary s ystem of representation, 
and 

Objective 5:  To consider an optimal system of representation that provides a firm 
foundation for a National Sustainable Development S trategy.  

This working paper supports our research towards Ob jectives 3–5 above. 

1.1 Project 2058 
The strategic aim of Project 2058 is to promote integrated long-term thinking, leade rship and 

capacity-building so that New Zealand can effective ly seek and create opportunities, and 

explore and manage risks, over the next 50 years. The ultimate aim of Project 2058 is to 

prepare a National Sustainable Development Strategy (NSDS) for New Zealand by late 2011.  

In order to achieve this aim, the Project 2058 team will work to: 

1. Develop a detailed understanding of the current nat ional planning 
landscape, and in particular the government’s abili ty to deliver long-term 
strategic thinking; 

2. Develop a good working relationship with all partie s that are working for 
and thinking about the ‘long-term view’; 

3. Recognise the goals of iwi and hap� , and acknowledge te Tiriti o Waitangi; 

                                                           
1 MMP employs a system of proportional representatio n in which the number of seats each party holds in 

Parliament is proportional to its share of the over all party vote (Electoral Commission, 2006; NZ Govt , 2009). 
Therefore, despite voters having a party vote and an electorate vote, the party vote is regarded as the most 
important vote as it ultimately determines the dist ribution of seats in Parliament. It is important to  note that 
parties who win at least one electorate seat also qualify for a proportional share of all seats in par liament (120 + 
overhang) based on their party vote, regardless of whether their party vote reached the 5% threshold. When a 
party wins more electorate seats than they would otherwise be entitled to given their share of the party votes this 
can lead to an ‘overhang’ in Parliament. This is prescribed by the Electoral Act 1993 s(191) - s(193A). 
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4. Assess key aspects of New Zealand’s society, asset base and economy in 
order to understand how they may shape the country’ s long-term future, 
such as government-funded science, natural and human-generated 
resources, the state sector and infrastructure; 

5. Develop a set of four scenarios to explore and map possible futures; 

6. Identify and analyse both New Zealand’s future stre ngths and weaknesses, 
and potential international opportunities and threa ts; 

7. Develop and describe a desirable sustainable future in detail, and 

8. Prepare a Project 2058 National Sustainable Development Strategy.  

(SFI, 2009: 3) 

2. Method 

In our approach we use the Sainte-Laguë formula (Chief Electoral Office, 2008a) to recalculate 

the allocation of seats using the 2008 election results under each of the four alternative 

options. Below we briefly discuss the data collection, key variables, four alternative options 

and the limitations. 

2.1 Collection of Data 
The 2008 election results available on the New Zealand Election Results website (Chief 

Electoral Office, 2008c) were placed in a spreadsheet; the Sainte-Laguë formula was then 

applied to the 2008 election results.2 This became the ‘system check’ to ensure that the 

Institute understood the way the current system wor ked.  

2.2 Identifying Two Key Variables 
As a result of researching the history of New Zealand’s current parliamentary representation 

system in Report 8, two key variables that could have a significant impact on the allocation of 

seats in parliament became apparent. These were: (i) the removal of the M� ori electorate seats 

and an assumed change in voter behaviour; and/or (i i) changes to the current 5% threshold 

for entry into Parliament (see the Report of the Royal Commission on the Electoral System, 

1986).3 This led to the identification of four alternative  options for our MMP system (see 

Section 3). We discuss these two variables in turn.  

                                                           
2 ‘To determine the precise order in which all the seats in Parliament are allocated to the various political parties, 

the Electoral Act 1993 prescribes that a mathematical formula, called the Sainte-Laguë formula, be applied. The 
nationwide party vote of each of the parties which qualified for representation in Parliament is divid ed by 
successive odd numbers starting with 1 (i.e. divided the party votes by 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, etc). The 120 highest 
numbers (which are called quotients) determine both  the number of seats for each party and the order in which 
they are allocated (Chief Electoral Office, 2008a). 

3 The Royal Commissioners in 1986 commented that the M� ori electorate seats had not been positive for M� ori, 
and that they would achieve better representation t hrough a proportional party list system such as MMP . It was 
their recommendation that ‘there would be no separa te M� ori constituency or list seats, no M� ori roll and no 
M� ori option’, but they did suggest two additional me asures as insurance for an adequate level of M� ori 
representation: (i) constituency boundaries would b e required to take into account the ‘community of i nterest 
among the members of M� ori tribes’, and (ii) ‘the 4% threshold be waived f or parties primarily representing 
M� ori interests … to provide further incentives for o ther parties to take proper account of M� ori concerns, and to 
enhance the chances of the M� ori people mounting a successful electoral challenge if they become dissatisfied 
with the performance of the existing parties’ (Roya l Commission, 1986: 101).  
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(i)  The removal of the M � ori electorate seats. 

In all four alternatives explored below, we act as if the 1986 Royal Commissioners’ 

recommendation to remove the M � ori electorate seats was implemented. 

Based on research contained in Report 8, the Institute assumes that the removal of the M� ori 

roll and electorate seats would lead to changes in voting behaviour, which would likely result 

in the figures for the ‘M � ori Party – party vote’ (55,980 in 2008) (Chief Electoral Office, 2008c) 

reaching levels of support closer to the ‘M� ori Party – electorate vote’ (76,836 in 2008) (Chief 

Electoral Office, 2008f). We have therefore added 20,856 votes (the difference between M� ori 

Party – electorate votes and M� ori Party – party votes) to the total number of M � ori Party – 

party votes. In other words, the Institute assumes that if New Zealand had one common roll, 

voters would be further incentivised to give their party vote to the M � ori Party .  

This assumption would impact on the number of party  votes available to other parties. 

However, it is beyond the scope and purpose of this working paper to speculate which 

parties would lose party votes and in what proporti ons this would occur. As we are only 

using percentages, we believe this will not have a significant impact on the conclusions of this 

working paper.  

(ii)  Changes to the current threshold  

There are two aspects to changing the current threshold: changing the threshold for the 

percentage of party votes and providing a special interest through recognition of the concept 

of political parties that ‘primarily represent M � ori interests’. Each is discussed below: 

(a) Percentage of Party Votes 

Current ly, a political party must gain 5% of the party vot e or an electorate seat in order to gain 

a seat in the House of Representatives. Table 1 shows that in the 2008 election, political parties 

can be placed within one of three groups according to the proportion of the total party vote 

received: (i) those that received well below 2% of the party vote; (ii) those between 2% and 

5%, and (iii) those that received more than 5%. It is also interesting to note that New 

Zealand’s threshold is regarded as high (at 5%) when considered alongside other systems of 

MMP. 4  

There are arguments both for and against a threshold. Generally speaking, arguments in 

favour of a threshold (or for a higher threshold) h ighlight the greater stability achieved 

through greater ease of forming governments and passing legislation, and the elimination of 

more extreme elements. Arguments against a threshold (or for a lower threshold) suggest this 

would achieve more democratic and representative outcomes; more enfranchised electors and 

less distortion of voting behaviour, and would allo w new parties to form (Bishop, 2006). 

                                                           
4  Comparing New Zealand’s current threshold of 5% w ith other MMP systems internationally, there exists  a 

threshold of 2% in Denmark, 1.5% in Israel and 4% in both Norway and Sweden (House of Representatives, 2001: 
49). 
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Table 1 Official Count Results (Party Vote), 2008 
Source: Adapted from Chief Electoral Office, 2008c 
 

 Party Party Votes (%) 

National Party 44.93 

Labour Party 33.99 O
ve

r 
5%

 

Green Party 6.72 

New Zealand First Party 4.07 

ACT New Zealand 3.65 

B
et

w
ee

n 
2–

5%
 

M � ori Party 2.39 

Jim Anderton's Progressive 0.91 

United Future New Zealand 0.87 

The Bill and Ben Party 0.56 

Kiwi Party 0.54 

Aotearoa Legalise Cannabis 

Party 

0.41 

New Zealand Pacific Party 0.37 

Family Party 0.35 

Alliance Party 0.08 

Democrats for Social Credit 0.05 

Libertarianz 0.05 

Workers Party 0.04 

RAM - Residents Action 

Movement 

0.02 

B
el

ow
 2

%
 

The Republic of New Zealand 

Party 

0.01 

(b) Political parties that ‘primarily represent M � ori interests’  

The Commissioners’ proposal to define political par ties that ‘primarily represent M � ori 

interests’ is clearly challenging. In the 1993 Department of Justice report on the Electoral 

Reform Bill officials considered that ‘the concept of a party “primarily representing M � ori 

interests” is problematic’ due to it being subjecti ve and difficult to define, as cited in the 

Report of the MMP committee: Inquiry into the review of MMP (House of Representatives, 2001: 

26). However, in order to achieve the purpose of this working paper, we have defined which 

parties we consider fit this definition.  

We believe that in 2008 the M� ori Party was the only political party that met the  criteria of 

‘primarily representing M � ori interests’.5 However, we acknowledge this assumption could 

be refuted, since the M� ori Party’s Constitution makes it clear ‘it is for all citizens of this 

country’ (M � ori Party, 2008).  

                                                           
5 ‘The M� ori Party is born of the dreams and aspirations of tangata whenua to achieve self-determination for 

wh � nau, hap�  and iwi within their own land; to speak with a str ong, independent and united voice; and to live 
according to kaupapa handed down by our ancestors. The vision for the M � ori Party will be based on these 
aspirations, for they speak to us of wh� nau whose wairua is strong and vibrant; who have fu lly developed their 
spiritual, intellectual, emotional and physical wel l-being; and who are confident, secure and pro-active in all 
aspects of the environmental, social, cultural, economic and political life of this great country of o urs. The M� ori 
Party is for all citizens of this country. Its foun ding was an initiative of M � ori, te k� kano i ruia mai i Rangi � tea, 
for the benefit of all citizens of this land’ (M � ori Party, 2008). 
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Arguably, the New Zealand First Party could also be  considered to ‘primarily represent 

M� ori interests’ since at the time of the first MMP election in 1996, the party all five M � ori 

electorate seats.6 Further, the New Zealand First Party leader identi fies as being M� ori and 

continues to receive significant support from voter s enrolled in M � ori electorates. 

Interestingly, as noted in Report 8, the New Zealand First Party is in favour of reassessing the 

separate M� ori seats, noting in its policy document: 

while New Zealand First supports the proposition of  one single franchise … the 
decision to abolish M� ori seats is a decision for the people to make (NZ First, 2008a).  

It is our view, based on the breadth of support for  the New Zealand First Party, that it does 

not meet the criteria of ‘primarily representing M � ori interests’. However, despite this 

definition not being met, in the 2008 general election the New Zealand First Party did poll 

above the 4% threshold and as such would have gained five list seats under two of the 

alternative options discussed in Section 3. These seats would have been given to Winston 

Peters, Peter Brown, Ron Mark, Robert Woolerton and Barbara Stewart (Chief Electoral 

Office, 2008b). Interestingly, using media sources, two of the five – Winston Peters and Ron 

Mark – who identify as being M � ori, would have met the criteria to be considered as being 

M� ori MPs (Peters, n.d.; NZ First, 2008b).  

2.3 Limitations 
There are at least three key limitations to this research: (i) the choice of variables, (ii) the 

underlying assumption regarding voting behaviour an d (iii) the combining of variables to 

form only four alternative options. Clearly many mo re variables, assumptions and 

combinations could be investigated, however, for th e purposes of Report 8, we have kept the 

analysis to only four options. 

In our view, these limitations do not inhibit the p urpose of this working paper. We still 

envisage that we have gathered sufficient informati on to inform our thinking and support the 

alternative MMP-based parliamentary system we propo se (see Report 8, Section 15). 

                                                           
6  The New Zealand First Party has a vision to ‘put New Zealanders first through enlightened economic a nd social 

policies, by controlling our own resources and by r estoring faith in the democratic process’ (New Zealand First, 
2008). 
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3. The 2008 Election Outcomes Revised: Four 
Alternative Options 

Changes to the two key variables of (i) the removal of the M� ori electorate seats and an 

assumed change in voter behaviour, and/or (ii) the current 5% threshold for entry into 

Parliament led to four alternative options for our system of MMP (see Table 2). 

3.1 Option 1 – Shift to a common electoral roll 
The key assumptions are:  

(i) The M� ori electorate seats are removed, and a change in voting behaviour occurs; and 

(ii) The threshold remains at 5%.  

This option would have delivered a change from the 2008 election results. Based on our 

assumptions, the M� ori Party would not have gained a seat in Parliamen t as it would not 

have met either the 5% threshold or won an electorate seat. This implies that under this 

option the threshold would act as a barrier to repr esentation for M� ori.  

This would have delivered  15 MPs who identify as being M� ori into Parliament. 7 

3.2 Option 2 – No threshold for parties ‘primarily 
representing M � ori interests’ 

The key assumptions are:  

(i) The M� ori electorate seats are removed, and a change in voting behaviour occurs; and 

(ii) The threshold remains at 5% for all parties except those that ‘primarily represent M � ori 

interests’, for whom there is no threshold. 

This option would have delivered a change from the 2008 election results. Based on our 

assumptions, the M� ori Party would not win any electorate seats. Howev er, due to their party 

votes and the removal of the threshold given that t he M� ori Party qualifies as ‘primarily 

representing M� ori interests’, they would have gained four seats i n the 49th Parliament. This 

is less than the five seats the M� ori Party gained in the 2008 election under the current 

system.  

This is because the M� ori Party meets the criteria of ‘primarily represen ting M � ori interests’ 

and as such is not restricted by the threshold, thus gaining four seats in the House of 

Representatives. This shows that the removal of the threshold can significantly impact upon 

representation. 

This would have delivered  19 MPs who identify as being M� ori into Parliament. 

                                                           
7 For a list of MPs who identify as being M � ori please refer to Appendix 2 of Report 8, Effective M� ori Representation 

in Parliament: Working towards a National Sustainable Development Strategy (SFI, 2010). 
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3.3 Option 3 – The Royal Commissioners’ recommendation 
This is the option recommended in the Report of the Royal Commission on the Electoral 

System, 1986. The key assumptions used to explore this option are:  

(i) The M� ori electorate seats are removed, and a change in voting behaviour occurs; and 

(ii) The threshold changes to 4% for all parties except those that ‘primarily represent M � ori 

interests’, for whom there is no threshold. 

This option would deliver a change from the 2008 el ection results. Based on our 

assumptions, the M� ori Party would not win any electorate seats. Howev er, due to their party 

votes and the removal of the threshold to parties ‘primarily representing M � ori interests’; the 

M� ori Party would have gained four seats in the 49 th Parliament. This is less than the five 

seats the M� ori Party gained in the 2008 election under the current system. Further, the New 

Zealand First Party would pass the 4% threshold and gain five seats in the House of 

Representatives. 

This is because the M� ori Party meets the criteria of ‘primarily represen ting M � ori interests’ 

and as such is not restricted by the threshold.  

This would have delivered  20 MPs who identify as being M� ori into the House of 

Representatives, indicating that the Royal Commissioners were correct in their assessment of 

a common roll with no threshold for parties ‘primar ily representing M � ori interests’ being 

able to provide representation for M � ori in Parliament.  

3.4 Option 4 – Change the threshold to 2% for all parti es 
The key assumptions are:  

(i) The M� ori electorate seats are removed, and a change in voting behaviour occurs; and 

(ii) The threshold changes to 2% for all parties. 

This option would deliver a change from the 2008 el ection results. Based on our 

assumptions, the M� ori Party would not win any electorate seats. Howev er, due to their party 

votes and the reduction of the threshold to 2%, the M� ori Party would have gained four seats 

in the 49th Parliament. This is less than the five seats the M� ori Party gained in the 2008 

election under the current system.  

This is because the M� ori Party would gain over 2% of the total party vot e, crossing the 2% 

threshold and thus gaining four seats in the House of Representatives. Further, the New 

Zealand First Party would pass the 2% threshold and gain five seats in the House of 

Representatives.  

This would have delivered  20 MPs who identify as being M� ori into the House of 

Representatives. 
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4. Conclusion 

Following our assessment of these four alternative options for New Zealand’s current MMP 

system, we draw the following conclusions: 

·  Without the M � ori electorate seats, the current 5% threshold creates a serious barrier to 

representation by parties representing minority int erests, such as the M� ori Party. 

However, the current number of M � ori representatives in parliament can be maintained  

under a common roll, if the threshold for entry to parliament is reduced.  

·  The Royal Commissioners’ suggestion to waive the threshold for parties ‘primarily 

representing M� ori interests’ is challenging as it may be difficul t to gain consensus on its 

definition. This would make it extremely difficult to implement. 

·  Under both Options 3 and 4, the M� ori Party and the New Zealand First Party both pass 

the specified threshold and gain four and five seats respectively in the House of 

Representatives under both options. Both options would also have delivered 20 MPs who 

identify as being M � ori into the House of Representatives, which is the same as the actual 

outcome from the 2008 election under our current tw o roll system (see Table 2, second-to-

last row).  

·  The current threshold of 5% is high by internationa l standards, and consideration of a 

lower threshold is worthwhile in light of the need to allow parties representing minority 

interests to gain a presence in parliament.  

Taking the above information into consideration, a 2% threshold appears to be an effective 

way to ensure stability, while providing greater op portunity for parties representing minority 

interests to gain a presence in the House of Representatives. These findings are further 

discussed in Sections 12 to 15 in Report 8: Effective M� ori Representation in Parliament: Working 

towards a National Sustainable Development Strategy. 
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