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Grant Robertson explores GigCity
GigCity continues to show promise as we enter
our third and final year of Chorus funding.
I invited Labour Spokesperson for Finance
Grant Robertson to check out our progress.
A year of social media lobbying and the GigCity ‘plan for
success’ led Dunedin to win the nationwide Gigatown
broadband competition. We can now claim to be the first
town in the Southern Hemisphere with access to ubiquitous
one gigabit broadband. Our prize also included a $200,000

development fund and a $500,000 community fund.
The Living Hub at Dunedin City Library was opened in
December to promote GigCity opportunities. Grant and I
visited last month to engage with funding recipients, all of
whom were excited to hear more about our proposal to
set up a Centre of Digital Excellence (CODE) in Dunedin for
regional development.
Above: Grant being guided to use a virtual reality headset by Harper
Thein-Pye from ‘Hive Dunedin’, a local network creating opportunities
for young people to explore their interests and build skills in IT.

Dunedin Hospital

First business case signed off

Southerners deserve affordable access to quality health
care as much as anyone else. Thanks to the thousands
who signed my petition requesting that Parliament give
urgent attention to a full rebuild of Dunedin Hospital, with
construction starting before September. The petition was
delivered to Parliament on 22 March and referred to the
Health Select Committee – where it is frustratingly still
waiting to be considered.
Dunedin City Council has since launched the ‘Dunedin
Hospital SOS’ campaign, and I think they are right to be
concerned. Indications are that the central city site which
brings inter-disciplinary research, teaching and operations
within walking distance may be sacrificed for a short-term
financial saving. Any suggestion that planning go down a
‘build in the suburbs’ route should concern all in the South
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Above: Holding the Southern Partnership Group to account on the redevelopment of Dunedin Hospital at a public forum in February this year.

as our specialist hospital services are dependent upon
attracting international talent – experts want co-location. An
indicative business case will go to Cabinet in August. The
rebuild could now cost over $1 billion, but that is no reason
for further delay. People in the South pay their taxes and
Dunedin Hospital is the last in the country to have its rebuild.
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Let’s talk, Otago!

Students have their say

Our public meeting on campus last week might
have coincided with the America’s Cup parade
in Dunedin, but Labour Deputy Leader Jacinda
Ardern and I were chuffed by the packed hall of
students who chose to chat with us instead.
Jacinda began by explaining her decision to stand for
Parliament – developing a strong sense of community
after moving from Morrinsville to Murupara as a child in the
1980s, and taking ownership of her ability to make change.
Students welcomed Jacinda’s assertions that “politicians
typically come across as bland and lazy” and she was “not
in politics for the sport of it”. Her conversational style of
delivery put the audience at ease, which meant high levels
of engagement during the question time that followed.
Major concerns for students included environmental
sustainability, immigration and employment. Jacinda
responded to each question through a lens of intergenerational responsibility – always aiming “to leave our
economy and ecology in better spots than when we found
them”. I thought her compassion and smarts really showed.
Jacinda and I go way back. We were friends before either
of us stood for Parliament and since being MPs, our offices
have been neighbouring. We have worked together on
numerous policies and until recently we were also ‘benchmates’ (seated adjacent in the House).

Above: Speaking with university students last week Jacinda gave me
grief about the impact of my Parliamentary interjections on her hearing!

The thing that I admire about Jacinda is the way she rises
above personality politics and gets cut-through in the
media. It’s the best kind of politics, but it’s seldom rewarded
by the press. She has led on significant and complex policy
development in Opposition, always driven by her strong
progressive values.
‘Let’s talk, Otago!’ was the largest political event on campus
in a long while. Having a packed hall of students opting
to share their thoughts with Jacinda and I was heartening.
It showed that when we share a message that is hopeful,
and looks to create opportunities for everyone (not just the
privileged few), people are inspired by that.
Students are tired of politics as usual and are demanding
a fresh approach that will put people, and the interests of
future generations, at the heart of our democracy.

schools as a source of stability and security for children; a
second home when their parents were at work.
The education system in Finland is considered by many
to be the best in the world. There are no tuition fees and
fully subsidised meals for full-time students – from day
care programmes for babies and toddlers all the way to
continuing, lifelong education as an adult.

Wrap-around care for kids
Koputai Kids provides after-school care for
children in the Port Chalmers and Sawyers
Bay communities. I visited recently to talk
wrap-around care with Port Chalmers
School principal Vicki Nicholson.
The concept of wrap-around care emerged when it
became common for both parents or a solo parent in a
family to work outside of school hours. Children could be
dropped at school before 9 am and picked up after 3 pm.
Wrap-around care spotlighted the tremendous potential of

I visited a friend last year who worked for the Ministry of
Education in Finland. She told me that despite Finland’s
outstanding international academic success, policy-makers
in education there were not driven by that prospect.
Instead, they wanted to create an education system that
provided comprehensive wrap-around care for children.
Academic success was just an encouraging flow-on effect.
Our education system needs more support. We need to
start prioritising wrap-around care for kids. Not only the
intensive services currently provided to just a small number
of high-needs children, but also comprehensive health and
social services in schools; nurses and social workers who
can look out for our kids and support the work of dedicated
school principals like Vicki in Port Chalmers.
Above: The Koputai Kids kindly breaking from play to pose for a photo
with me and the principal and some teachers of Port Chalmers School.
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Preventing Alzheimer’s disease
Yoram Barak, recently-appointed Associate Professor of
Psychogeriatrics at the Dunedin School of Medicine, shared
his knowledge of Alzheimer’s disease with me when we
visited the Anatomy Museum together recently.
What is Alzheimer’s disease (AD)?
AD is a type of dementia characterised by problems
with memory, thinking and behaviour. Sypmtoms usually
develop slowly and worsen over time, eventually interfering
with your ability to even hold a conversation.
We think AD is caused by damage to nerve cells in the
brain, especially as a result of protein tangles and plaques
that build up inside the cells and in spaces between them.
Why do you make it your life’s work to prevent AD?
I believe older adults and the elderly are a precious
resource for culture and society. The world is facing a
situation without precedent: we will soon have more older
people than children, and more people at extreme old age
than ever before.
As both the proportion of older people and the length of
life increase throughout the world, key questions arise. Will
population aging be accompanied by a longer period of
good health, a sustained sense of well-being, and extended
periods of social engagement and productivity; or will it be
associated with more illness, disability, and dependency?
The potential for an active, healthy old age is tempered
by one of the most daunting and potentially costly
consequences of ever-longer life expectancies: the
increase in people with dementia, especially AD.
How prevalent is AD in New Zealand?
AD in most countries affects 15% of the population 65
years and older. The population of NZ is now 4.596 million
people, of which 495,603 are elderly. So we can expect
around 74,340 people to be suffering from AD in NZ.

What are the major risk factors for AD?
Risk factors for AD are to some extent under our control.
While we cannot change our age (the major risk factor)
or our genetic loading, here are the major modifiable risk
factors: depression, diabetes, low cognitive activity, physical
inactivity, hypertension, diet, obesity, smoking, high alcohol
consumption, high cholesterol, heart and kidney disease.
What can people do to prevent AD?
We need to take responsibility for our ‘BrainHealth’. The
desire to age well is universal. Dr George Vaillant of the
Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston has been a
leading figure on the pursuit of successful aging and he
encourages it.
Turns out many lifestyle factors before age 50 can predict
‘good’ or ‘bad’ aging 20 or even 30 years down the line.
Dr Vaillant was famously quoted as saying: “One may have
greater personal control over one’s biopsychosocial health
after retirement than previously recognised.”
What prevention strategy are you working on now?
Here at the Dunedin School of Medicine we are taking
the first step in a long-term project. Together with Prof
Kate Scott, Dr Charlene Rapsey and Prof Paul Glue we
are hoping to survey 1,000 Dunedin adults about their
awareness and knowledge of ‘BrainHealth’. Once we have
this information we can design ‘personalized’ interventions
such as mindfulness meditation, the Mediterranean diet,
controlling high blood pressure and more.
How can people in Dunedin help you with this project?
We need each one of the kind people of Dunedin to give us
15 minutes of their time and answer the questionnaire when
approached by our team. The information the people of
Dunedin hold is precious for their future.
yoram.barak@otago.ac.nz
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Out and about

Photos from across Dunedin

Above: University of Otago students braved an icy graduation procession
in May. Bumped into Ciaran Cullen (who until recently worked in my
electorate office), OUSA President Hugh Baird, and Sam Hughes there.

Above: Shot up Mt Cargill Road to check out how the first snow fall of the
year was settling. Ran into Stefan and the kids from Opoho. Obviously
plenty of others eager to play in the snow too – dogs included!

Above: It was a privilege to speak at a Columba College assembly
recently. Was blown away by the calibre of young photographers there
too – presented awards to finalists in their school-wide competition.

Above: At The Star Regent 24-Hour Book Sale. Volunteers had been
sorting books since last September and a total of $63,742 was raised to
support the Regent Theatre. A brilliant community event!

Above: Angela Gillan from Dunedin Print won gold at the recent Pride
In Print Awards. It was a pleasure to celebrate with the folks at Dunedin
Print and to check out their new HP Indigo, a cutting-edge digital press
sought after by a growing number of clients right across the country.

Above: Afternoon tea at Petridish with the talented bunch who use the
shared workspace. It followed a fascinating business visit with Jesse
Meek of CodeLingo. Both Petridish and CodeLingo were recipients of
development funding through GigCity.
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