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1. Introduction 

In 2012 the University of Canterbury Political Science Society (UCPOLS) held 
‘DisengAGEd.’ This was a day-long conference dedicated to asking why youth in 
Christchurch do not engage with the conventional civics frameworks. Following this, 
Henrietta McNeill wrote an extensive report, offering insights into the civil and 
political participation of youth. ‘What Would YOUth Do?’ was modelled on four key 
areas which were identified at ‘DisengAGEd’ as effecting and interesting youth.  
 

2. What Would YOUth Do: Reengagement 2013 

Rather than having a single day-long project aimed UCPOLS addressed the four 
areas in four separate seminars. Each seminar concentrated on an area identified 
and this also provided more one-to-one attention with each participating youth. Each 
was held at different locations, on different days and at different times of the day. 

"Youth Culture, Music & Activism" was a chance for all Christchurch youth to find out 
how music, youth activism and aspects of youth culture have been impacting the city 
in different ways. It gave artists a chance to present their skills, develop them and 
offered valuble networking opportunities for all those who participated. 

"Enviro-youth" was a practical workshop based around learning about environmental 
issues as well as encouraging sustainable practices and community involvement. 
This incorperated supporting youth involvement in gardens and the environment 
around Christchurch. 

"Innovation & Inspiration" was designed as an interactive presentation held in 
conjunction with leaders from the innovation precinct of Christchurch. This included 
innovative young leaders at the University of Canterbury and from the private 
industry. He aim was to give youth the opportunity to see what exciting initiatives 
have been developed in Christchurch by their peers and also in places where they 
may be involved in later life. 

"Human Rights, Law & Youth" was a chance for youth within Christchurch to get 
together to learn about how youth across the city, New Zealand and the world have 
been active in a number of different ways. Offering insight into their rights, the laws 
that affect them and the issues that concern them.  

The overall aim for the series was an integrated approach to re-engaging youth by 
giving them practical support and knowledge on the four areas identified at last years 
conference.  
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3. Youth, Culture and Activism: Alex Dickson 

UCPOLS executive member Alex Dickson  led this event. It was held on Tuesday 7th 
May from 6pm- 8pm at the University of Canterbury Events Centre aka Bentley’s 
Bar. As part of Reengage series ‘Culture, Music and Youth’ was specifically 
designed to offer youth a platform for cultural and musical forms of expression in an 
exciting and interactive way. The event was plugged as follows: 

 “Find out how music, youth and aspects of youth culture have been impacting the 
city in different ways.  Present and develop artistic skills while supporting other local 
bands and groups. This event is being led by our media editor Alex Dickson and will 
involve the youth of our City showcasing their musical and cultural talents in a way 
that helps them liaise with Christchurch’s cultural networks.” 

Bringing this vision to life in a relevant and coherent way proved the most difficult 
task at hand. It was decided that an open-stage type event would be most conducive 
to offering youth a space to have their voice, instrument or culture heard/viewed. The 
stage wasn’t open in the sense that attendees on the night could wander up, but 
rather, in the organizational process leading up to the event. A number of schools, 
university groups, youth councils and other various cultural and youth development 
groups were approached in an effort to offer any individual or group space within the 
event to use how they pleased (within reason). In other words, the organisational 
process was open rather than the stage itself. After contacting some 25 relevant 
groups with little in the way of interest, the event sub-committee realised quickly that 
they would need to take a pro-active role in sourcing cultural and musical 
entertainment. Much of the form of the event was conceived through this period of 
outreach. It was disappointing and little disheartening to receive little in the way of 
community/ grass roots support. It is my belief that the city would benefit from some 
sort of over-riding inter-youth communicative network. 

a. Format 

The event itself revolved around a number of acts, performers, and speakers who, 
over a period two hours sought to engage and entertain attendees. These acts 
included (in order of appearance): 18 year old high school student and DJ in training 
Alex Chapman; former UC student and creator of the popular political satire site ‘The 
Civilian’ - speaker Ben Uffindell, local student band ‘Enfire’; New Zealand’s only 
professional male contortionist -K.B.G. purple; student fire-poi group - ‘the fire 
spinners crew’; and finally, an acoustic guitar set from student Jordan Lapthorn. MC 
work was provided by former high school teacher and UNESCO LBD facilitator 
Stephen Maconnichie. His work included a Karakea, introducing acts, and speaking 
about past youth-orientated experiences within the UN framework. Stephen’s MC 
work turned out to be invaluable; his short stories were able to keep the event 
grounded within the bounds of engagement. 
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The venue was primarily chosen for its non-official-laid back atmosphere, this, it was 
hoped, would be conducive to the socialising nature of the event. In order to 
enhance this aspect, seating and couches were arranged in clusters and around 
tables, rather rigidly positioned in front of the stage. This allowed attendees to mix 
and mingle during the acts. Drinks and nibbles were provided throughout the event, 
with 15 pizza’s being delivered at about 7pm. 

b. Summary 

The event was fortunate enough to benefit from a large turnout, which at one point 
numbered about 60. It was also encouraging to see such a diverse audience, with 
attendees from all ages, a number of ethnicities, and relatively equal in regards to 
gender. Towards the end of the event time was designated to allow audience 
members to interact with each other and members of UCPOLS. While the overall 
feedback was positive, some audience members were uncertain as to why this type 
of youth-culture event was being hosted by a university political society. This 
highlights the difficulties inherent within hosting such a gather-all type event. Youth 
culture is a term that is somewhat problematic to tie down, let alone pull within the 
realm of a political-type engagement.   

c. Insights 

To the youth and parents that attended ‘Culture, Music and Youth’ the message was 
clear:  

Within the UC community there are groups that are eager to assist in advocating for, 
as well as providing a space for, greater youth engagement- that is -involving young 
people in the creation of their own destinies. 

Throughout the event attendees were encouraged to draw, sign, or leave a quote on 
a mural that was hung up across one of the walls of the venue. This aspect of the 
event proved highly popular with notable quotes including:  

‘Usual beliefs require unusual evidence’ 

‘Live life to its fullest’ 

‘Go big or go home: take chances’ 

‘One good thing about music, when it hits, you feel no pain! Hit me with music’ 

‘Creative expression is an interesting way to demonstrate beliefs and values’ 

‘Refreshing to think of culture and music as a political science issue’ 
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4. Enviro-Youth: Nathalie Blakely 

UCPOLS executive member Harry Forsythe led this event. It was held on Sunday 
12th May from 1pm- 3.30pm at the University of Canterbury Dovedale Community 
Garden. It was a smaller group which allowed for maximum engagement by 
facilitators and every participant was able to contribute.   

a. Format 

1.00pm- 1.15pm: Registration- Name tags were distributed. Sunscreen was provided 
as well as food and beverages, which were provided throughout the day (buffet 
style). 

1.15pm- 1.20pm: Welcome from President Nathalie Blakely- Welcomed the 
participants and explained the format of the day as well as where facilities were 
(toilet, earthquake procedure, food and drink). Also explained the significance 
discussing environmental issues in youth interested environment. 

1.20pm- 1.40pm: Ice Breaker Game led by UCPOLS executive member Alex 
Dickson- A word association game led by Words had an environmental theme. 

1.45pm- 2.10pm: Workshop 1- Personal Sustainability 

2.15pm- 2.15pm: Workshop 2- Environmental Initiative 

2.40pm- 2.45pm: Workshop 3- Sustainable Democracy 

3.10pm- 3.15pm: Concluding remarks by President Nathalie Blakely 

b. Summaries 

Workshop One: Personal Sustainability 

This workshop was facilitated by UCPOLS executive member Alex Dickson and 
Katie Nimmo from the UC Sustainability House. It involved being taught and shown 
how to plant in the community garden. This meant youth actually planted a variety of 
seedlings while discussing the practicalities and benefits of doing this at home and in 
the wider community. They each received a seedling to take home as well as 
parsnips which had been grown in the community garden. 

Workshop Two: Environmental Initiatives 

This workshop was facilitated by UCPOLS executive member Matthew Stephens. It 
involved watching the TED talk by ‘Ron Finley: A guerilla gardener in South Central 
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LA.’1 This was followed by an informal discussion on thinking innovatively about 
environmental issues and how Christchurch might facilitate such initiatives.  

Workshop Three: Sustainable Democracy 

This workshop was facilitated by UCPOLS President Nathalie Blakely. It was a 
mock-community board meeting.  Participants were split into three even groups. The 
scenario was the introduction of a hydro-electric dame in a small community on the 
outskirts of Christchurch. The first group was given the role of the local community 
board, the second group was assigned the role of the power company and the final 
group represented local residents. Each was given 5 minutes to discuss their aims, 
arguments and objectives. A debate was then initiated between the three groups 
with the Council being given the role as facilitator. After the debate was concluded 
the group then came together to discuss local democracy and what they had 
observed during the exercise.  

c. Insights 

There was a large wide range of age between the participating youth. The small 
amount of participants (12 in total) was an advantage as it ensured every participant 
was involved and every voice was heard.   

Workshop One: Personal Sustainability 

This workshop was a lot of fun for many youth who joked about the name of the 
plants and the use of worm-poo. Many of them admitted they had not been in a 
garden before or that they had not been in a garden since they were much younger. 
Many participants considered the work to be a lot easier than they had originally 
considered. This sparked discussion on planting in flats, at homes or joining 
community gardens. They were interested in how different ecosystems work and the 
different foods which could be planted at different times of year. UCPOLS achieved 
the goal in attempting to show the participants how easy and fun gardening can be. 
We encouraged them to take the skills back to their homes with seedlings and 
guides on the main steps learnt at this workshop.  

Workshop Two: Environmental Initiative 

The TED talk presented to youth inspired them to talk about how to think about the 
environment and how environmental initiatives might occur in Christchurch. They 
asserted that cities should live responsibly for their citizens. For example, they 
advocated communities eating fresh and healthy food and showing people where 
their food came from. They suggested that children would really benefit from such 
initiatives. They really liked the idea of a ‘pay it forward’ system for achieving such 
goals. They asserted that we should develop more community gardens across 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Accessible here: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/ron_finley_a_guerilla_gardener_in_south_central_la.html	  
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Christchurch especially in East Christchurch. They were attracted to the ‘Guerrilla 
Gardening’ style: one participant described it as a ‘hipster volunteerism’ because it is 
not within the mainstream parameter of volunteering.   

Workshop Three: Sustainable Democracy 

During the role play, participants were given a chance to express their opinions on 
local democracy and the issues which they see as facing the environment. They 
recognised there is a risk that such processes become a ‘blaming game’ rather than 
a forum for resolution. They wondered whether people get personal in local 
democracy and whether that would dilute the issue. They also understood that not 
everyone will ever be able to be completely satisfied with any decision. Confusion 
was over the interaction between local and national politics. They were also 
concerned at the dilemma of too many interests paralysing the conversation but still 
wanting every voice to be heard. Participants considered unions a great way of 
supporting individuals although some were sceptical of union involvement of youth.  
In terms of the local economy, participants prioritised employing locally and with 
genuine regard for the long-term. Some participants suggested thinking about a local 
grassroots take on capitalism. During this workshop topic-specific discussions also 
occurred. Hydro-power was considered ‘not ideal’ and alternatives, such as wind 
power, were more attractive to many participants. Participants further suggested that 
using less power, rather than having more power sources, was the most attractive 
outcome. They also discussed the need for greater access to interest groups and 
better communication of environmental issues to local residents. In terms of moving 
forward participants suggested that local democracy processes should be integrated 
into the mainstream education systems.  

 

    



	  
10	  

	  

5. Innovation and Inspiration: Matthew Stephens 

UCPOLS executive member Matthew Stephens led this event. It was held on 
Thursday May 16th from 9am at the University of Canterbury Undercroft seminar 
room.  UCPOLS worked to engage with youth across Christchurch for the purposes 
of showing them the amazing things that could be done at the University of 
Canterbury and within the Greater Canterbury Region.  

 
a. Format 

 
We engaged with Community Boards, Business and key stakeholders across the city 
with the primary aim to get a proper cross section of Innovative and Inspirational 
Groups which I list here: 
 

- Andrew Riches, President Canterbury Young Professionals 
- Raf Manji, Chair SVA Foundation & Manager of the 2012 TEDex Christchurch 

series 
- Dr Rachel Wright & Dr Chris Kirk of UC Innovators 
- The Bio Molecular Interaction Centre (UC) 
- Invert Robotics 

 
This event was marketed across the entire Christchurch community with a key aim to 
see the high school and tertiary students as well as the dis-enfranchised youth 
herein of our city being able to attend.  
 

b. Summaries 
 
Unfortunately there were complications. On the day of the event we had less than a 
third of the expected audience attend to the extent that we had to make a judgement 
call and not proceed with the planned schedule. Naturally this meant contacting our 
guests to ensure they would not be further inconvenienced. Dr Rachel Wright gave 
us the best possible feedback with the situation at hand and we stand by the action 
taken as ultimately the event was unable to achieve that required critical mass that is 
important for a successful day long workshop.  
 

c. Insights 

Our team has been engaging as to why we did not obtain the numbers expected, 
both those we assumed would attend and the numbers we had in RSVPs. The 
answer to this comes down to two key factors that we believe impacted the event: 
 
Marketing & Confirmation 
 
Despite a massive effort on marketing out to the wider UC and Christchurch Youth 
Community and a last minute engagement directly with University offices across 
campus and with schools ringing the University Department where two of our 
executives have desks, the outcome was that we just did not get the numbers. We 
found out later that participants expected to be sent to all RSVPs did not end up 
being engaged with by another of our executive who was tasked with that  
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responsibility. Naturally, this may have explained at least a couple of those who did 
not attend. We were also advised that many of the Youth would have possibility 
turned their noses at an event being read out in a bulletin by their teacher or 
Principal.  
 
Student Apathy 
 
After the event a number of persons who had signed up but then failed to attend the 
event, and the general reasoning was along the lines of, "I didn't feel like it' or 'I 
wanted to do something else instead'. Even where attempts are made to engage 
youth and the facilities and the teams are able to offer a constructive, unbiased 
programme of events, youth will still fail to attend due to arbitrary reasoning. This 
perhaps is a 'natural' aspect of adolescence but it is a frustrating one for those 
occasions where we see constantly in media, in social media and on news shows 
that youth are wanting to engage, make vague rhetorical statements as to the means 
that they wish to engage but then fail to actually engage when an event is put 
together purely for the purposes of their advancement. Questions must be discussed 
when Youth say one thing and then act the opposite way for it in this that problems 
of youth engagement will continue to occur.  
 
The team and most of the facilitators performed exceptionally with the circumstances 
that became apparent and we wished the event could have gone ahead.  
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6. Human Rights, Law and Youth: Nathalie Blakely 

UCPOLS executive member Lauren McGee led this event. It was held on Saturday 
24th May from 1pm- 5pm at the University of Canterbury Undercroft seminar room.  

The aim was to both inform youth of the rights and laws which concerned them, 
show them how they can engage in the political processes which effect them and 
engage with them on what issues they were concerned with.  

a. Format 

1.00pm: John Minto 

1.45pm: Youth Law 

2.30pm: Break 

2.50pm: Youth Law Workshop 

3.40pm: Bronwyn Hayward 

4.00pm: Social 

Food and beverages were provided throughout the day and a pizza lunch was 
provided at the end of the day’s events during the social. Throughout the day 
participants could write opinions and comments on either a canvas or on post-it 
notes. 

b. Summaries 

John Minto 

John Minto spoke to the participants as a guest speaker. He shared his experiences 
and insights into his role a political activist. This included commentary on the South 
African Apartheid protests in New Zealand, insights into human rights activism, party 
politics and the difference between civil and political rights and social and economic 
rights. After Minto talked, the participants were broken up into discussion groups, 
each with an executive member facilitating and recording what was being discussed.  

Youth Law and Youth Law Workshop 

Mira Taitz is a legal education coordinator at Youth Law Tino Rangatiratanga 
Taitamariki.  Youth Law is a national Community Law Centre for children and young 
people under 25 and has been running for 25 years. She is committed to 
empowering diverse communities of young people through legal education and 
encouraging young people to speak up about issues that affect them. 
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Mira presented an extensive overview of youth law, rights which youth have 
(including references to statutes and institutes) and offered examples of injustices 
which affect them. 

The Youth Law workshop included a role play scenario where individuals were put 
into groups being giving roles such as principal, parent and student to the 
participants. Each group was given a different scenario and asked to perform in front 
of everyone a small skit of the scenario.  

Bronwyn Hayward 

As an academic at the University of Canterbury Bronwyn offered her closing remarks 
on the importance of youth activism and illustrated this with examples from around 
Christchurch and around the world.  

Social 

Participants were given a chance in an informal environment to talk to each other as 
well as addition community members: academics, community board members, 
human rights commission are examples of who were invited. Music was performed in 
the background and food and beverages were provided. 

c. Insights 

Human Rights and Law 

The greatest component of this event was the insights youth had on human rights 
and law. The participants recognised that human rights are in all facets of life, but 
they questioned how we choose which human rights issues are most important. 
Many youth were put off by the polarising of human rights in politics: they suggested 
that it is not just a ‘leftist’ issue and that both left and right sides of the political 
spectrum should fight for human rights. This was suggested a major contributor to 
youth apathy for political participation. Again, unions were bought into question: why 
are they not as prominent as they were in the 1980s? What is their greatest function 
now? Also participants considered a identity politics a big part of their culture: 
especially LGBT rights which they saw a predominantly youth orientated.  

Democracy 

Youth were especially concerned with the state of New Zealand politics and the 
problems they saw in the democratic process. As stated above, many youth proved 
to be disillusioned by the left and right process and many did not care for party 
tactics such as painting the opposing party as an ‘enemy’. They were also negative 
about system feedbacks, for example what happens to a petition. Many were also 
confused about the role of local government and what powers they obtain in 
comparison to national government.  Many youth felt they could make a bigger 
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difference outside of parliament and advocated engaging in public debate, especially 
for local issues.  

Economy 

Participants considered economic policy to be at the crux of all decisions. ‘Money is 
power’ and this discouraged them. They suggested the rights of companies and 
firms to be prioritised over individual rights felt rules were often manipulated in under 
the façade of economic protection, i.e. bailouts.  

Media 

Youth saw pros and cons in media. They were optimistic about an online world which 
allowed everyone to be a journalist and everyone to be included. They also saw the 
value of mainstream media as easily accessible most powerful. However they also 
proved overwhelmed by the amount of information out there, to the point where it 
was so confusing that it put them off all together. They also suggested that 
technology gives an illusion that you are doing something while in fact it has little 
significance.  

Issues 

During the entire event the mural and wall of post-it notes filled with issues and 
insights such as: 

‘Youth need a voice because they are the subject of focus: irresponsibility, wages 
and drinking’ 

‘Rights are important to protect: especially youth (under 18) who are not 
enfranchised’ 

‘Youth need to be educated about their rights’ 
‘Being informed and listened to is empowering’  

‘Real freedom is not just being allowed; it's about having the means to achieve ones 
goals’ 

 ‘I care about Workers Rights’ 

‘The rights of Palestine’ 

‘Access to an open future’ 
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7. Feedback 

In all events UCPOLS surveyed the participants for feedback on the events. Over all 
the feedback was positive. 

a. Since taking part in this project I have met new people and/or joined in new 
activities 

Youth Culture, Music & Activism 

Strongly Agree: 19.05% 
Agree: 42.86% 
Neither Agree nor Disagree: 23.81% 
Disagree: 9.52% 
Strongly Disagree: 4.76% 
 
Enviro-Youth 
 
Strongly Agree: 8.33% 
Agree: 91.67% 
 
Innovation and Inspiration 

Agree: 45% 
Neither Agree nor Disagree: 33% 
Disagree: 22% 
 
Human Rights, Law and Youth 

Strongly Agree: 57.69% 
Agree: 26.92% 
Neither Agree nor Disagree: 7.69% 
Strongly Disagree: 3.85% 
 

b. Overall, how satisfied are you with the project? 

Youth Culture, Music & Activism 

Very Satisfied: 33.33% 
Satisfied: 47.62% 
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied: 19.05% 
 
Enviro-Youth 
 
Very Satisfied: 16.67% 
Satisfied: 83.33% 
 
Innovation and Inspiration 

Very Satisfied: 22.22% 
Satisfied: 44.45% 
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied: 11.11% 
Dissatisfied: 22.22% 
 
Human Rights, Law and Youth 

Very Satisfied: 80.77% 
Satisfied: 15.38% 
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied: 3.85% 
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8. Reflections: Nathalie Blakely 
 
These four projects were ambitious and challenging. In future events the following 
considerations need to be taken: 

Communication:  

Persistence and repetition in notifying youth of events is crucial. Allowing for plenty 
of notice to events is especially important: particularly when organising events during 
a time where many other events are taking place. Considering May has youth week 
in New Zealand, this was especially crucial.  

Morale of Organisers:  

When putting on a series of events there is a risk of organisers burning out. It is very 
important that:  

a) There is positive encouragement between organisers especially from their 
leaders;  

b) Tasks are delegated evenly and with the consideration of each members best of 
their abilities and;  

c) Communication within the organisers is consistent and completely open. 

Individual Attention 

The best thing about having a lower turn out than was expected to some of our 
events is that facilitators and organisers could concentrate on individuals more. 
There is a lot to be said for giving youth such one-to-one attention. It maximises 
participation, deepens conversation and discourages alienation (essentially 
everything that events like this set out to achieve). 

Overall, UCPOLS was very happy with the outcomes and insights gained from 
undertaking these events. We encourage more events alike ours to occur, with the 
adaptations and considerations suggested above. Youth have valid opinions, great 
insights and can contribute greatly to society. Further initiatives, such as the ones 
suggested in this report, should be undertaken to engage with us on deeper levels.  

 


