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Why did this campaign emerge?  

Although Wellington is a very affluent city, it is also a city of great inequality.  While the average wages 
in Wellington City are higher than the national average, many workers and their families in Wellington  
are part of the working poor, including those in the Council workforce.  
 
The emerging Living Wage movement was brought together through a common concern about poverty 
and inequality and a desire to work together to address this locally by building power in the community 
to call public and corporate employers to account and support and encourage other employers to adopt 
the living wage.  
 
The Council is in a good position to play a leadership role in making a difference to address poverty and 
inequality in Wellington City and lead the region and the country by showing the way to significant 
change in the quality of life for all New Zealanders by supporting the calls for a living wage and 
becoming a Living Wage council. 
 

What were the campaign goals? 

Initially the goals were that: 

1. Wellington City Council became New Zealand’s first Living Wage council, paying all staff, 

included those employed via contractors, the current Living Wage.  

2. WCC would take a lead in Wellington becoming a Living Wage city. 

3. WCC would work with Living Wage Wellington to achieve these goals 

Development of the first goal 

From the beginning it was acknowledged that the first goal would happen through a staged 

implementation.  During the campaign, it has become clear that this is only achievable and sustainable if 

our campaign goal was for “Wellington City Council to become the first fully accredited Living Wage 

council in New Zealand, paying all staff, included those employed via contractors, the current Living 

Wage.” 

As time went on it also became increasingly clear that a timeframe needs to be placed on the goal to 

become accredited. The end date itself is not the most important issue. The issue is having an end date 

to plan for and consistently work towards, to ensure the goal is achieved. Living Wage Wellington has 

set the goal of accreditation by July 2018, as a realistic timeframe to have all directly-employed workers 

and those employed in Council Controlled Organisations on the current Living Wage, significant progress 

made with addressing contracts, and milestones in place for the completion of this part of the process.   

Development of the second goal 

Although it has never been clear how this goal would be achieved, all Living Wage Wellington’s 

proposals include calling on WCC to take the lead in the city and set an example for local employers. 

Development of the third goal 

This goal has remained, although later in this paper, I will attempt to set out the challenges.  
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Goals of the Living Wage Wellington movement 

In its planning processes at the beginning of 2015, the Living Wage Wellington Local Board set this goal 

for the work of the local movement: To build a strong Wellington Living Wage movement, with the 

power to make a real difference in the lives of workers, their families and their communities by 

advocating and campaigning for the Living Wage. 

It is important to note that this goal underpins our campaign-specific goals in the WCC campaign and to 

assess the success of the campaign against this key goal.  
 

What was the theory to win? 

 To build broad community support across the city to join the call for Wellington to become a 

Living Wage council 

 To exert community pressure on the politicians to commit to taking the necessary steps for 

their council to become a Living Wage council 

 To sustain a visible and vibrant campaign to hold the politicians accountable to their 

commitment 

 

Background/context for this campaign 

In May 2012, New Zealand’s national Living Wage movement was launched in Auckland.   

Around the same time, a small group of union, faith and community leaders met at St Andrews Church 

on the Terrace in Wellington. The meeting was initiated by the Service and Food Workers Union (SFWU) 

and hosted by St Andrews.  This group decided to hold a larger meeting, inviting a wider range of union, 

faith and community organisations.  

A second meeting took place at the Wesley Church in Taranaki Street, in the central city.  Around 30 

people, mainly leaders of community and faith organisations and unions attended. 

A decision was made to launch a Wellington Living Wage alliance or movement.  A steering group was 

set up to plan for the launch. Its members were: Rev Margaret Mayman (St Andrews church), Muriel 

Tunoho (Healthcare Aotearoa and SFWU), Meaole Keil (SFWU), Rev Ola Tofilau (Pacific Island 

Presbyterian Church, Newtown), Rev Perema Leasi (Pacific Island Presbyterian Church, Porirua), Sam 

Huggard (FIRST Union) and Lyndy McIntyre (SFWU). 

In August 2012 Wellington’s Living Wage movement was formally launched at the Wesley Church. 

Around 250 people attended this launch. The focus was on addressing poverty and inequality across the 

wider Wellington region and calling for the living wage for all workers. The launch was attended by 

workers from as far away as Palmerston North.  Many of those attending the launch were SFWU 

members and a bus brought workers and church leaders from Porirua.  

The launch included speakers from the three streams of the emerging movement: Dr Don Matheson 

(speaking on the health impact of low incomes); John Ryall (the impact on workers and their families); 

Sosefina Masoe (testimony of a low-paid cleaner, living and working in Porirua); Rev Bruce Anderson 

(the faith perspective). The event was MCd by Jean Miteara, a Samoan academic from Whiteraia 

Polytech and a member of the PIPC Church, Newtown.  
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Despite the grim message of poverty and inequality, the hour-long launch was a joyful demonstration of 

communities coming together, with performances by a kapa-haka group, Cook Island drummers and 

mass singing.  The event ended with everyone standing and singing a Living Wage rendition of “We Shall 

Not Be Moved”. 

The Dominion Post carried a prominent pre-launch story, with Sosefina Masoe’s story:  

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/business/7576404/Family-struggle-on-minimum-wage 

Local writer Max Rashbrooke wrote this blog: http://www.maxrashbrooke.org.nz/2012/why-a-living-

wage-increases-opportunity-not-just-fairness/ 

A number of politicians were invited to the launch — to listen, not to speak. The leaders of all main 

political parties were invited and three attended — David Shearer (Labour), Russel Norman (Green 

Party) and Hone Hawawira (Mana Party).  The local MP, Grant Roberston (Labour) attended, as did a 

number of Labour and Green MPs.  

Also in attendance was the Mayor of Wellington, Celia Wade-Brown.  Her cleaner, Angela Toa, was at 

the launch.   

At the end of the launch community leaders were invited to sign their names on a large board at the 

front of the church. The board carried the ‘Living Wage statement’: 

 “A living wage is the income necessary to provide workers and their families with the basic necessities of 
life. A living wage will enable workers to live with dignity and to participate as active citizens in society.  
We call upon the Government, employers and society as a whole to strive for a living wage for all 
households as a necessary and important step in the reduction of poverty in New Zealand.” 

 
Mayor Wade-Brown signed the board and stated that she wanted Wellington City Council to be New 
Zealand’s first Living Wage city.  The campaign had begun.  
 

The campaign unfolded 

In August 2012 the Living Wage movement in Wellington was barely formed. There was no real 

“alliance” and no structure.  Following the launch, regular meetings of leaders and representatives of 

supporting faith and community organisations and unions began to take place at St Andrews Church. At 

this stage the meetings were driven by the SFWU, who collected contact details, and coordinated the 

meetings. In attendance at these early meetings were numerous SFWU officials and members, and 

representatives of other unions, faith and community oganisations. The meetings were generally 

chaired by John Ryall, National Secretary of the SFWU or Rev Dr Margaret Mayman, who took the 

spokesperson role.  Allocating this role to Rev Dr Mayman was part of the deliberate strategy of 

portraying the movement as a genuine alliance, rather than union-driven.  

Early in 2013 Mayor Wade-Brown made contact with Lyndy McIntyre (SFWU Communications Director) 

wanting to meet to progress the Living Wage.  A small group began to meet with Mayor Wade-Brown 

and Councillors Eagle and Pannett who were early supporters.  

The emerging Wellington Living Wage Movement was faced with a dilemma.  Although the members of 

the local movement were supportive of this development, some felt the movement was not ready and 

more work should be done on building at the grassroots.  It was felt that the movement had not built 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/business/7576404/Family-struggle-on-minimum-wage
http://www.maxrashbrooke.org.nz/2012/why-a-living-wage-increases-opportunity-not-just-fairness/
http://www.maxrashbrooke.org.nz/2012/why-a-living-wage-increases-opportunity-not-just-fairness/
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the alliance necessary to demonstrate community support, and more fundamentally, had not achieved 

the necessary grassroots community commitment to win.  

On 7 February 2013 over 30 members of the growing network met at St Andrews and considered this 

issue. It is interesting to note the attendance from the minutes: 

 
Rev Dr Margaret Mayman (St Andrews on The Terrace), Rev Bruce Anderson (Wesley Church), Muriel Tunoho 

(Healthcare Aotearoa), Fr Gerald Burns (St Joseph’s Parish), Rory McCourt & Simon Tapp (VUWSA), Paul Barber 

(Christian Council of Social Services), Max Rashbrooke (Journalist/Author), Rev Tauinaola Tofilau (PIPC Wgtn),  Sally 

Nicholls (Hutt Union & Comm House), Eileen Brown (CTU), Teresa Homan (St Joseph’s Upper Hutt Social Justice), 

Jocelyn O’Kane (Wellhealth/Welcoss),  Lee Tan, Norman Wilkins (St Andrews on The Terrace), Dylan Mama & Pua 

Keil (Weltec Students Assn), Ariana Paretutanganui-Tamati,  Betsan Martin (Methodist  Public Issues), Sam 

Huggard (First Union), Dina Awarau (Pomare Community House), Warwick Taylor (Wgtn Residents’ Coalition), 

Graham Howell (Benefits Rights Service), Ross Teppett (CTU), Nick Kelly & Conor Twyford (PSA), Sue Newton-Craig 

Marianne Bishop, John Ryall, Lyndy McIntyre,  James Sleep,  Daele O’Connor and Fran Taito (SFWU). 

Apologies: Rev Perema Leasi (PIPC Porirua), Debbie Leyland (UCAN). 

 

The meeting broke into three small groups to consider a number of issues, including whether to take up 

the Mayor’s offer to work with her and other councillors to achieve Wellington becoming a Living Wage 

council. The strong consensus decision was to do so.   

 

The minutes show that Paul Barber reported back from the Wellington City Council (WCC) group.  

Recommendations from this group included setting up a campaign group to support WCC becoming a 

Living Wage council and other local groups to support this goal in other councils.  The notes record: “If 

they can do it for London, we can certainly do it for Wellington!”  Ideas include an event in the Town 

Hall. Also recommended was going out to establish smaller cluster groups, for example in the Hutt 

Valley and bringing the cluster groups together. (Note: this is how the Wellington Living Wage 

movement is structured now, with smaller local hubs and a larger network). The meeting agreed to 

continue the brainstorming/group sessions at the next LW meeting.   
 

On 11 February 2013 Deborah Littman from Metro Vancouver Alliance was in New Zealand for the 

Precarious Work and Living Wage Symposium in Auckland. Deborah spent a few days in Wellington and 

included in her itinerary a forum on the Living Wage hosted by the Mayor, councillors and community 

leaders.  

The visit attracted media coverage as it immediately preceded the first announcement of the New 

Zealand Living Wage rate. Mayor Wade-Brown’s commitment to the Living Wage was made public in the 

Dominion Post and on national radio.   

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/8287951/Mayor-supports-living-wage-for-Wellington 

The New Zealand Living Wage rate of $18.40 an hour was announced a few days later in Auckland.  

Wellington City Councilor, Justin Lester publically committed to getting 75% of his employees at his fast 

food chain, Ka Pai, to the Living Wage within three years. 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/money/8300471/18-40-an-hour-needed-for-living-wage 

 

 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/8287951/Mayor-supports-living-wage-for-Wellington
http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/money/8300471/18-40-an-hour-needed-for-living-wage
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Going to Council 

Mayor Wade-Brown then asked the Living Wage group to bring a delegation to Council to introduce the 

Living Wage, so it could be included in the Annual Plan. 

On May 16, a group of about 25 community leaders came to a meeting of the WCC Policy and Strategy 

Committee to make a presentation.  This delegation was supported by a large group of supporters who 

packed out the council chambers. The delegation called on WCC to begin to take the necessary steps to 

become a Living Wage employer and take a lead in Wellington becoming “a Living Wage city”.   

 

Following the delegation, about 15 community organisations, faith groups and unions who were part of 

the new alliance made written and oral submissions in support of including the Living Wage in the 

Annual Plan.   

On 10 June Wellington city councillors considered an officers’ report.   

The council meeting was reported in the Dominion Post. http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-

post/news/wellington/8781591/Wellington-City-Council-considers-living-wage 

The officers’ recommendation was amended and the final wording was to support in principle becoming 

a Living Wage Council and requested officers to develop a framework that provided for the phased 

implementation of the Living Wage for directly employed staff, staff employed by CCOs and those 

employed by contractors.  

Around this time the Wellington Living Wage movement designated four people to liaise with council — 

John Ryall (National Secretary of the SFWU), Rev Brian Dawson (Vicar of St Peter’s Anglican Church), Rev 

Tric Malcolm (Vicar of Wadestown Anglican but now Wellington city Missioner), Paul Barber (NZCCSS) 

and Lyndy McIntyre (SFWU Communications). This group has continued to conduct most of the 

communication with council.  

The group sought a meeting with the new WCC CEO Kevin Lavery.  Kevin Lavery has never replied to any 

correspondence, but other council officers made contact, seeking a meeting. At the meeting it was very 

clear that the officers had no idea about the Living Wage concept and the implications of the council 

vote.  The Living Wage group provided numerous international contacts and pieces of background 

research and invited the officers to work together to ensure WCC becoming a Living Wage council was a 

good news story for the city.  

2013 Local body elections  

Before any WCC workers were moved to the Living Wage, the process was interrupted by the 2013 local 
body elections.  The Living Wage Wellington movement, set about ensuring that the council maintained 
the majority support for the Living Wage. 
 
A community organiser (Sam Gribben) was employed for nine weeks, funded by SFWU and the CTU.  
Sam was supervised by Lyndy McIntyre and based at the CTU.  He wrote to all candidates on behalf of 
the Wellington Living Wage movement and asked them to commit to the following statement: 
 
“I commit to taking all possible steps in the next term to support Wellington city council becoming a 
Living Wage employer by paying a Living Wage to directly employed and contracted staff.” 
 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/wellington/8781591/Wellington-City-Council-considers-living-wage
http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/wellington/8781591/Wellington-City-Council-considers-living-wage
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Three community forums were held during the election campaign.  All but one of the mayoral 
candidates (including the successful candidate and 8 successful councilor candidates) committed 
publicly at Living Wage Wellington forums. 
 
The first forum, at St Peters’ Church was reported by the Dominion Post to be “packed”.   This forum 
was organized in partnership with DCM, an agency which aims to address homelessness.  
 
Following community speakers and testimony from a low paid council parking warden, mayoral 
candidates were given three minutes to address the commitment statement and another ask around 
homelessness.  All mayoral candidates attending the forum made this commitment. Council candidates 
were given 30 seconds to make a commitment.  Many of those attending the forum were from St Peters 
Church.  
 
The second forum was a partnership with Victoria University of Wellington Students Association. It 
canvassed a range of issues, although the low-paid cleaners who spoke received much of the media 
focus.  http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/9209931/Cleaners-upstage-the-candidates 
 
The third forum was held at the Pacific Islands Presbyterian Church (PIPC) in Newtown. This forum was 
less well-attended, which was disappointing considering the need for the Living Wage in Pacific 
communities. It showed how much work we had to do to build this partnership. However, it was 
successful in gaining unequivocal commitment from one of the front-runners in the mayoral contest, 
conservative John Morrison.  This clearly demonstrated the power of community alliances to draw 
commitments from politicians across the political spectrum.  
 
Outside of the forums and associated publicity, only one candidate, Celia Wade-Brown, specifically 
campaigned on the Living Wage which she included in her promotion material.  
 
12 October 2013 was voting day.  Celia Wade-Brown was re-elected as Mayor and 8 of the 14 councillors 
had made the commitment during the election campaign. The 9 -6 breakdown of opponents versus 
supporters has remained unchanged.  

 
The impact of IAF residential training 

Soon after the elections, in November 2013, the first residential training of Living Wage community 

leaders took place in Auckland and Wellington.  The training sessions were led by two Industrial Areas 

Foundation (IAF)i leaders, Deborah Littman and Sister Maribeth Larkin.  

The training was attended by 17 Wellington faith, community and union leaders, nearly all of whom 

were active in the network.  

This training had a considerable impact on the work of the group that now became known as “Living 

Wage Wellington”.   The action at the end of the fourth day was targetted at a newly-elected Wellington 

City Councillor (Clr Sarah Free), who was a Living Wage supporter. It aimed to secure her support but 

also create an experience of the power of communities to influence political decision-making. Clr Free 

joined the group for the action and the evening.  

The training impacted on the future of the local network.  A planning session at the end of the training 

strongly endorsed the council campaign and an event, to be led by faith leaders was planned for the 

next month (“Carols for our Cleaners). The seating at regular meetings changed from lecture theatre 

format to a circle. The chairs were rotated and most importantly, at the first meeting following the 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/9209931/Cleaners-upstage-the-candidates
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training a Living Wage Wellington Local Board, comprising two leaders from each stream was elected by 

consensus in each stream.  

New Council commits and implementation begins 

In November 2013, Living Wage Wellington provided council officers with a draft ‘Framework’.  This was 

never formally responded to and officers have yet to provide a framework themselves.  

In 11 December 2013 the new council reaffirmed their commitment to become a Living Wage Council. 
The minutes record that: “the Living Wage Campaign Delegation (which included Bill Herbert, Rev Brian 
Dawson, Ibrahim Omer-Salin, Alan Wendt, Eleanor Haggerty-Drummond, Esau Taniela, and Tric Malcom) 
addressed the Committee regarding Report 2 – Implementation of a Living Wage Rate. The Delegation 
submitted multiple reasons why the Wellington City Council should adopt the Living Wage.’ 
 
During the debate, Mayor Wade-Brown stated that it was not a matter of ‘whether’ the Living Wage 
would be extended to workers employed by contractors but “how”. 
 
Councillors voted again to support the Living Wage in principle and to add $750,000 to the 2014-15 draft 
budget to cover the extra wages for lifting the rates of directly employed staff from July 1. 
 
http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/9503523/Council-to-pay-staff-a-living-wage 
 
Between January and July 2104 WCC began moving nearly 500 directly employed staff to the Living 
Wage (2013/2014 rate of $18.40). Soon after around 50 very low-paid parking wardens were taken in-
house and lifted to the Living Wage, receiving a $4 an hour pay increase.  This process was fraught 
because the WCC HR staff mismanaged the recruitment process resulting in some parking attendants 
deemed to be below the skills required for the new role, losing their jobs.   
 
In February 2014, the updated Living Wage rate of $18.80 (effective from 1 July 2014) was announced. 
This was the beginning of a difficult period in the campaign as the Mayor and councillors were upset 
that they had not had prior notice of the update and were generally resistant to making the change. 
(Even though it was 12 months since they had endorsed the $18.40 rate).  However, Living Wage 
Wellington strongly continued to publicly support the council for the significant steps which had been 
taken as part of a staged implementation.   

 

Mobilising around the 2014 Annual Plan 
 

Living Wage Wellington set about organising submissions on the draft Annual Plan. The plan included 
the Living Wage commitment for directly-employed staff and sought community feedback on the 
proposal to roll out the Living Wage to council staff employed by contractors and in CCOs.  
 
The community feedback was overwhelmingly supportive with 88% of submitters in favour of extending 
the Living Wage to council staff employed via contractors and by CCOs and opposition was negligible. 
This provided a strong mandate to deliver on council’s commitment and demolished the arguments of 
opposing councillors that there had been no community consultation.  
 
The designated team from Living Wage Wellington continued to meet with council staff and pushed for 

the promised ‘Framework’ to be delivered to demonstrate how the Living Wage would be extended to 

the lowest paid works employed by contractors.  

http://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/9503523/Council-to-pay-staff-a-living-wage
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Around four meetings took place with council officer Brian Hannah before his sudden death in early 

2015.  The opposition to extending the Living Wage to workers employed by contractors was  

1. there was no evidence that the Living Wage would bring benefits to WCC as WCC was not the 

direct employer.   

2. The Council was required under the Local Government Act to procure services in the “most cost 

effective manner” 

3. officers had no way of estimating the cost of implementation for staff employed via contractors 

as they were unable to ask for commercially sensitive information from the contracting 

companies.  

Living Wage Wellington (through the SFWU) interviewed workers on the sites where they were 

employed via contractors, prepared a detailed report on the numbers and cost and recommended a roll 

out starting with cleaners (June 2015).  

 

Mobilising for the 2015 Long Term Plan 
 

By the end of 2014 a level of frustration was building amongst the leaders in the community campaign. 
The Council was stuck on the $18.40 rate for directly-employed staff and a second review was due to be 
announced in February 2015. No progress had been made a round raising the rate for workers employed 
by contractors and in CCOs and there was no sign of the ‘framework’.  
 
In February the 2015/2016 rate was announced at Wellington Living Wage café, La Boca Loca. The event 
received a high level of publicity and was attended by Living Wage supporters, Clr Paul Eagle and Deputy 
Mayor Justin Lester. 
 
It was decided to have a strong and visible impact on the 2015 community consultation on the council’s 
Long Term (10 year) Plan (LTP) and use this as a way to kick start community awareness, actively involve 
our alliance and put pressure on the politicians to deliver on their promises.   
 
The draft LTP was released in March 2015. It contained a provision to lift Zoo staff and Museums Trust 
(both WCC CCOs) to the 2013 Living Wage. Any commitment to achieve the NZ rate and, most 
importantly, the commitment to lift the pay of low paid workers employed by contractors, was absent.  
 
A Living Wage Wellington campaign began to “put Wellington City Council’s commitment to the Living 
Wage in the Long Term Plan”.  
 
The campaign generated hundreds of written submissions, great visibility at every one of the five ward 
forums, where Living Wage supporters literally doubled or even trebled the numbers from the general 
public and around 20 excellent oral submissions from a range of organisations.   
 
The Mayor and councillors proposed an amendment and the officers finally intervened with a revised 
commitment to a Living Wage. 
 
The revised Long Term Plan included an additional $100,000 to move Museums Trust staff up and 
$750,000 over two years tagged to lift workers employed by contractors to the Living Wage.   
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However, the clause providing for funding the works employed via contractors is complex and requires 
evidence the contract is ‘cost effective’.   
 
This significant breakthrough showed the power of our campaigning even though it clearly was not 
going to be easy.  

 

The community marches  
 
Living Wage Wellington’s victory with the LTP was a catalyst for the Local Board to organise a “Mop 
March’ through Wellington streets on the morning of the final vote.  The purpose of the Mop March was 
to bring together the member organisations and supporters of the Wellington Living Wage Movement 
to celebrate what had been won so far in the campaign, to show support for the mayor and councillors 
who have consistently voted for the Living Wage and to demonstrate they have community support to 
finish off the job.  
 
Around 300 people assembled outside the Wesley Church early on the morning of 24 June 2015 on one 
of Wellington’s coldest days in a very cold winter.  After a sausage sizzle and some speeches, the march 
left the Church for civic Square, led by the Anglican Bishop of wellington and the President of the Council 
of Trade Unions, Helen Kelly. Behind them was the Brass Razoo Solidarity Band (the self-appointed 
Living Wage band) and behind them, local cleaners brandishing mops. They were backed by community, 
faith and union supporters.  
 
The Mayor and Deputy met the march in Civic Square with other councilors. Clearly fired up by the 
crowd, the Mayor recalled her promise made in the election campaign and publicly repeated her 
support for the Living Wage. 
 
Councillors voted to endorse the Living Wage section of the final Long Term Plan 9-6. 

 

The politicians and officers do battle  
 
In the last week of October, a WCC agenda was posted with an item relating to the allocation of the 
WCC security and noise control contract.  Even though the funding allocated in the LTP for moving WCC 
workers employed via contractors was not budgeted for until 2016/17, officers had prepared a paper for 
councilors on whether to allocate the upcoming security and noise control contact on the basis of the 
Living Wage.   
 
The officers had simply asked the tendering companies to submit two prices — one on the basis of the 
Living Wage and one on the “market rate” (for security guards little more than the minimum wage of 
$14.75 a n hour.)  Contractors had been asked to provide an outline of the benefits of paying the Living 
Wage for WCC.  Unsurprisingly the officers’ paper recommended against allocating the contract on the 
basis of the Living Wage.  
 
Prior to the meeting there was considerable publicly around a Chamber of Commerce public threat to 
seek a judicial review should councilors vote to reject their CEO’s advice and vote in favour of allocating 
the security contract on the basis of the Living Wage.  Councillors received advice they could be 
personally liable for an expensive court case.  
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On 28 October 2015 a large group of Living Wage supporters gathered at the Council Chambers to 
support councillors in rejecting the officers’ recommendation and supporting the Living Wage. For the 
first time the supporters were told that fire safety regulations meant they had to watch the council 
meeting remotely on a television screen in another room. Previously there had been no issues with 
Living Wage supporters lining the walls. Most of the supporters remained in the council building for the 
two and half grueling hours of the meeting and emerged singing the Living Wage anthem when 
councillors came out into the lobby after having voted to overturn the CEO’s advice not to allocate the 
security contract on the basis of the Living Wage.  
 
The meeting began with public speaking. Living Wage Wellington had four speakers: Rev Brian Dawson 
introduced the group; economist Prue Hyman spoke of the economic benefits; a security guard called 
Tiso Panapa explained how hard his work was and the difficulties he and his dependent paraplegic 
father had getting by on his low wages; and, lawyer Peter Cranney, stated the most cost-effective way to 
pay wages was slavery. 
 
Intervening during the Living Wage speeches was the Chamber of Commerce and the Retailers 
Association which inexplicably stated that this vote could cause retail businesses to close down.  
 
In an unprecedented move, the CEO gave a 20 minute personal statement, urging councilors not to 
reject his advice against awarding the contracts for security and noise services on the basis of the Living 
Wage, or they would be failing in their duty to him as his employer. 
 
Councillors voted 9-6 to reject the CEO’s advice and voted for the following: 

 Agree for the preferred supplier for the Council's security services tender to implement 
a living wage in relation to the services it provides to the Council. 

 Agree to reduce the overall WCC personnel and travel expenditure budget of $91m by 
$250,000 to maintain a fiscally neutral position in 2015/16. 

 Instruct officers to draft [Key Performance Indicators] for the successful security 
provider that include measures to gauge: 
 

a.   The quality and effectiveness of the services 

b.   Employee retention rates compared with industry averages 

c.  Employee satisfaction 

d.   Levels of absenteeism 

e.   Security services provider's ability to attract higher quality candidates. 

The meeting was covered by Radio New Zealand: 

http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/morningreport/audio/201776501/wellington-city-

council-extends-living-wage-to-security-guards 

 

The Chamber’s challenge 

The Chamber of Commerce’s threats of a legal challenge have still not transpired.  

Living Wage Wellington obtained a legal opinion commissioned by the PSA in 2013 by Dr Matthew 

Palmer, a public law specialist and now a judge.  

http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/morningreport/audio/201776501/wellington-city-council-extends-living-wage-to-security-guards
http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/morningreport/audio/201776501/wellington-city-council-extends-living-wage-to-security-guards
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Palmer’s opinion balances the requirement for the procurement of services to be ‘cost effective’ it with 

the requirement on the council to carry out the democratic process.  It states that the LGA does not 

prohibit tendering services on the basis of the Living Wage.   

Another opinion of interest has recently received publicity in media outlet Scoop. The report below 

warns of far reaching consequences of this action.   

The Chamber’s case attempts to break new ground by inviting the High Court to assume the role of financial 
controller for local authority spending. In the past, the courts have been reluctant to undertake reviews which 
challenge the merits of decisions made by councils. In 1996, the Court of Appeal ruled that the Courts should defer 
to elected council members on matters of policy “except in clear and extreme cases”.  

Nick Russell, Chen Palmer Litigation Partner, said “The law governing local councils has changed since then, and the 
Court will need to decide whether that principle still applies to decisions made in 2015. Ultimately, the Chamber is 
asking the Court to rule on whether spending decisions made by democratically elected councils should be subject 
to judicial oversight, in addition to the democratic accountability provided by local elections.” 

“If the Court upholds the Chamber’s claim it will have extremely far reaching consequences for local government in 
New Zealand, as it has the potential to open up a wide range of spending decisions to scrutiny in the High Court. It 
would provide disgruntled ratepayers with a powerful new weapon to hold councils to account, but it would also 
risk making local government decision-making slower and more expensive – a cost ultimately borne by ratepayers. 
The Court will have to grapple with these implications in deciding whether the final word on the matter rests with 
the judiciary or the voters of Wellington,” said Mr Russell. 

Looking forward to 2016 

Endnotes:  

The workers learning to work together in their unions 

One important issue in this campaign has been the development of the individual unions learning to 

work together on the campaign. 

PSA is the dominant union at WCC, representing most directly-employed workers.  SFWU represents the 

now directly-employed parking wardens. SFWU has members in contract cleaning and security. 

Manufacturing and Construction Workers Union has members in recycling and Central Amalgamated 

Workers Union (CAWU) has members in parks and the zoo.   

Initially SFWU was driving much of the campaign both in managing relationships with politicians and 

staff, resourcing activities and developing strategy in conjunction with communities.  

This imbalance presented a number of challenges 

 Creating effective, systematic communication and sharing of information 

 The PSA feeling excluding from negotiations on behalf of their members 

 Building connections between the community campaign and the workers directly affected 

 Securing buy-in from the workers to the campaign 

 Equitable sharing of the cost of resourcing the campaign 

 Building commitment to broad-based organising through Living Wage community leadership 

training.   
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Steps to address this include: 

 A fulltime coordinator who communicates with all unions 

 A commitment from the PSA to engage in the community campaign through staff and other 

financial support for resources 

 The emergence of M&C as a member organisation, leaving only CAWU on the outside 

 The establishment of a WCC workplace organising committee that brings together a small 

number of delegates from the unions onsite. This is an effective bridge between union members 

and the community campaign and has delivered successful joint delegate training sessions and a 

joint union members’ action at the end of 2015.  

The issue of the rate 

Living Wage Wellington was always clear this would be a staged implementation and began the 

campaign by seeking to lift the lowest rates along with the higher rates in steps (e.g. to $15 or $16 an 

hour minimum), rather than lifting the directly employed to the full NZ rate before making any changes 

for the lowest paid. This strategy was endorsed by the directly-employed PSA members early in the 

campaign.  However, WCC chose to implement it by moving the directly-employed staff to the current 

$18.40 rate as the first step.  

It has been an ongoing concern that commitments regarding the Living Wage are not reflected in the 

rates currently paid to directly-employed and other council staff where the ‘Living Wage’ has been 

implemented.   

In January 2014 WCC began the roll out of the Living Wage. The (then) NZ Living Wage rate of $18.40 an 

hour was rolled out to all directly-employed staff as the starting rate. This rate was then extended to the 

parking wardens.  

The national NZ Living Wage rate has been twice reviewed. It is currently $19.25 an hour. In the time 

period since WCC councillors endorsed the NZ Living Wage rate of $18.40, the minimum wage has 

increased by $1 an hour (and will be updated again in April 2016) and the rate WCC is paying has 

increased a paltry 0.15 cents an hour.   

Living Wage Wellington has always supported a staged implementation and is deeply committed to 

working well with council to make this happen. But the gap between the poverty rate minimum wage 

and the rate council is paying is narrowing and that is a concern.  

For some time now representatives of Living Wage Wellington have been telling the supportive 

politicians and the officers that this does not reflect the principle that Council has voted for and the 

Living Wage that the people of Wellington, who generally believe that WCC is paying all directly-

employed staff the current NZ Living Wage, have overwhelmingly supported in public consultation.  

After the announcement of the 2014/15 rate of $18.80 there was a significant block between the Living 

Wage movement and the supportive politicians. Whether by accident or design, the officers took this 

opportunity to begin to refer to the “Wellington Wage” of $18.40 an hour. Although some of the WCC 

workforce viewed this quite favourably as it represented a higher rate than they would otherwise be 

receiving, Living Wage Wellington viewed the term “Wellington Wage” as undermining of the real Living 

Wage and of the Wellington businesses who had become Living Wage Employers. There is absolutely no 

rationale for a lower Wellington rate than the national rate.  
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After the second review and the announcement of the 2015/16 rate of $19.25, the issue became more 

serious. The closing of the gap between the Minimum Wage and the $18.40 rate provided the 

opportunity to raise this more urgently in meetings between the liaison group and the politicians.  

In the LTP community consultation process it became clear that an inflationary increase had been added 

to the rate, raising it to $18.55 an hour — still below the NZ Living Wage, but a step in the right 

direction.   

Living Wage Wellington and key council leaders are now discussing a process to be used to move the 

rate to the current NZ rate early in 2016.  

Living Wage Wellington intends to address this by campaigning for WCC to become an accredited Living 

Wage council in the 2016 local body elections.  

 

Analysis of the campaign 

Did we achieve the goals? 

The campaign is by no means concluded. This is a review of the campaign after the first three years.  

Goal one - Wellington City Council to become the first fully accredited Living Wage council in New 

Zealand, paying all staff, included those employed via contractors, the current Living Wage. 

Significant steps have been taken towards achieving the first goal. Over 550 directly-employed workers 

have received pay increase as a direct result of the campaign.  The lives of many of these workers have 

been transformed. Some of the parking wardens have been lifted from $13.75 an hour to $18.55 an 

hour in the timeframe from July 2014. This is a 35% pay increase in 18 months.  

Workers at the two CCOs (Wellington Zoo and Museums Trust) have made some progress, although 

many issues remain at the Museums Trust.  

Council has voted to lift the pay of the security and noise control workers. This is very significant as it is 

the first contract where there is a commitment to lift the pay of workers from close to the minimum 

wage to the Living Wage (albeit that the rate paid is currently $18.55).  

Well over 600 workers have already had pay rises as a direct result of the campaign.  This is significant 

progress for the campaign, but even more significant is the gaining of the necessary political 

commitment to vote for the living wage in principle in two separate trienniums with two different 

councils and to achieve the political resolve that led the Mayor and others to reject their CEO’s advice 

and decide to publically deliver on promises made in the 2013 local body election campaign.  

However, moving the directly-employed up to the (then) Living Wage in 2014 was the easy part. There is 

a long way to go before the goal is fully-achieved.  This goal can only be achieved by maintaining the 

political commitment and the political will to deliver. This is especially so given the resistance by senior 

officers to operationalise the political decisions of the elected representatives.  

Goal two - WCC would take a lead in Wellington becoming a Living Wage city 

Success in this goal is hard to measure. It has not been achieved and some thought and discussion is 

required to determine how the impact of Wellington City Council leading the way could be measured.  
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Goal three - WCC would work with Living Wage Wellington to achieve these goals 

Because of open senior officer resistance this has been difficult to achieve. Although throughout the 

three years’ representatives of Living Wage Wellington has met very often with the Mayor and 

supportive councilors, the meetings have been largely random and disorganised.  

The liaison group mandated by Living Wage Wellington to engage with council has been constant. This 

group of four (one union, one faith, one faith/community and the community orgnaiser) has been very 

frustrated by the process and the outcomes.  There is no sense of Living Wage Wellington working in 

partnership with the CEO and council senior officers.  

1. Staff have not produced papers and research they were required to produce through formal 

council resolution (e.g. the framework officers were requested to prepare by November 2013).   

2. Living Wage Wellington has compiled numerous detailed documents, providing pathways to 

achieve the Living Wage (including numbers of workers and estimated costs) that staff have 

appeared to ignore.  

3. Living Wage Wellington provided contact details of international experts who could have 

assisted the process and these were not acted on.  

In mid-2015 the Living Wage Wellington team had the first meeting with the CEO, Senior HR 

representatives and the Mayor and Deputy Mayor. This was something of a breakthrough. A second 

meeting was held in December 2015 and there is a commitment to meet regularly.  

The overall goal of Living Wage Wellington 

The WCC campaign has given Living Wage Wellington a platform to build a much stronger movement.  

1. Activism of member organisations has deepened.  

2. The numbers of member and supporting organisations actively participating in campaign 

activities has increased.  Living Wage Wellington has grown in member numbers, but not 

dramatically.    

3. The campaign has a high profile, which is dramatically increased awareness of the Living Wage 

Movement.   

4. The “feeling” about the campaign and movement is very positive. All the organisations who 

have joined and are currently talking about joining the movement as member organisations, cite 

the WCC campaign as positive and inspiring. 

5. Actions like the Mop March have demonstrated the power of the three strands of our 

movement working together and leaders and participants viewed the march as a success.  

What were the strengths, weaknesses, challenges? 

Strengths –  

1. Leaders and member organisations 

The key strength of the campaign has been the leaders of our member organisations and the breadth 

and diversity of involvement from the three streams of the Living Wage movement. Because of the 

strength of the movement we have been able to mobilise relatively large numbers of organisations to 

join our actions at council, write and present submissions, attend ward forums, support the Mop March, 

Carols for Our Cleaners and other actions.  
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Rev Brian Dawson from St Peter’s Anglican Church as a spokesperson has provided a consistent voice for 

the movement.  Faith, community and union leaders have consistently made themselves available for 

actions. The Local Board has provided an effective anchor role for the campaign. 

2.  Workers’ Stories 

Workers stories have been a huge strength of the campaign. All Living Wage events include testimonies 

and none have been more effective than the power of WCC workers   telling their personal stories of 

how the Living wage has transformed their lives. This has also significantly assisted our media profile.  

3. Positive messaging of the campaign 

The coms strategy has consistently been not to attack council (officers or elected representatives) in 

public and to maintain positive messaging about the successes and progress.  This strategy has really 

worked in the campaign’s favour.  

4. Political will 

Through two councils we have had a clear majority of councillors’ and mayoral support.  

5. Local Living Wage employers 

The emergence of local Living Wage employers has assisted in our credibility.  

Weaknesses  

1. Gaps in our alliance 

Although our community alliance is our strength, the Council campaign does divert us from focusing on 

growing our membership and deepening relational organising within our member organisations. Many 

of our organisations are committed at a representative level, rather than a whole of organisation level. 

2. Limited buy in from the workers  

Although the Living Wage movement emerged as a response to workers in unions such as E Tū clearly 

identifying the impact of low wages on their families and it has been hard to achieve buy in from the 

council workforce 

Our campaign strength is in the Southern and Lambton (central city) wards but we have weak 

organisation in Eastern, Northern and Western.  

Challenges 

1. Local body elections 2016 

Local body elections are in October 2016. Obviously a huge challenge is ensuring the people of 

Wellington elect a supportive Mayor and a council with majority support. It is not a foregone conclusion 

that he current mayor will be re-elected or another supportive candidate will be elected. Some 

supportive councilors are standing down and with that comes obvious challenges. One interesting 

challenge is that our Living Wage spokesperson is standing for election.  

2. Matching the NZ Living Wage rate 

Resistance to an “external organisation” setting the minimum rate remains and we will have to work 

hard to achieve this.  
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3. The Chamber of Commerce legal challenge 

If the Chamber decide to proceed our challenge and wins we will need a change of law to achieve our 

goals with councils. If they do not proceed, the threat remains. 

4. Support from the unions in council 

There are many challenges of working with the unions on a workplace where it has not been the culture 

for the unions to work together.  Of the four unions with members at WCC, three are member 

organisations. Initially most of the campaign was driven by SFWU (now E Tū). There has been significant 

effort to increase the active involvement of the main union on site – the PSA.  The Manufacturing & 

Construction Union is currently only involved at the level of the organiser and  CAWU has had no 

involvement at all, despite over 50 workers having received a pay increase as a direct result of the 

campaign.  

5. Time and resource requirement of one campaign 

The requirements of the WCC campaign in terms of people time and resources far outstrips any other 

activity of the Greater Wellington Living Wage movement.  

 

Recommendations 

Recommendation 1 – maintain business as usual where it is working well 

Much of what we are doing is already working and the first recommendation is to maintain business as 

usual where we are successful. We need to keep on focusing on the strengths by: 

 Building our membership in terms of numbers of member organisations and depth of 

involvement. The challenges of achieving this will be addressed through more leadership 

training and intentional relationship building with organisations with which we want to work   

 Continuing with our positive messaging. 

 Involve the Local Board in all levels of the campaign. 

 Appoint two additional spokespeople.  

 Work with the unions to ensure workers are ready to share their stories  

Recommendation 2 - Build our strength at the ward level  

 Identify leaders and build organisation in Eastern, Western and Northern wards with the goal of 

participating in annual plan consultation (April/May) and having effective hubs in place before 

the election campaign.  

Recommendation 3 – Work with the WOC and union leaders to integrate the workers into the 

community campaign 

 The WOC provides a vehicle to ensure the community campaign and the workers are working 

effectively in partnership for the same goals.  

Recommendation 4 – campaign around matching the NZ Living Wage rate, extending the living wage 

to those employed by contractors and becoming accredited by 2018 in the Annual Plan process 
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 This process is underway 

Recommendation 5 -  put some structure around the election campaign 

 Set up an election campaign group under the umbrella of the Local Board 

 Prepare a campaign plan 

 Publically challenge the candidates  

 Ensure we have forums in every ward and a major assembly prior to the election 

 

Postscript 

March 2016 

The campaign has developed significantly in the early months of 2016.  

The Chamber of commerce has not proceeded with legal action and the council has chosen to reach 

agreement with the chamber to work together. This agreement does not appear to be anything more 

than a face-saving exercise. Part of the agreement is that WCC will only proceed with the security 

contract and one other work area in this triennium. This is no less than we have campaigned for and will 

be a victory for the campaign. 

The 2016/17 Annual Plan includes an additional $250,000 to lift the rate paid at WCC. Although the rate 

is not specified, it has given a boost to our campaign to match the NZ Living wage rate. 

 

i http://www.industrialareasfoundation.org/ 

                                                           


