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Annual Report 2025 - 2026

On behalf of the Trust Democracy Committee, | am pleased to present Trust Democracy’s
sixth Annual Report.

Concerns about the state of democracy

The concerns listed in last year’s Annual Report about the state of democracy in New
Zealand and globally have only intensified in 2025-2026. However, as noted in my New
Year blog post, there have been some “twinkles of democratic hope”!

In New Zealand, survey research findings on trust and social cohesion are worrying for a
well-functioning democracy. Trust in people who are ‘different’ is falling, with around
three-quarters of New Zealanders now hesitant to trust those whose values, beliefs or
backgrounds differ from their own, leading many to retreat into familiar social and
information circles. This shift seems to be driven by growing uncertainty, including
economic pressure, rapid technological change and disinformation. As a result, confidence
in the future is low, with fewer than one in five New Zealanders believing the next
generation will be better off, alongside rising fears about job security and global
instability.> An April 2026 report on social cohesion found that “cohesion has slipped across
all dimensions, with notable declines in belief that hard work brings a better life, a fair go
for all, and trust in government and courts. There have been sharp drops in institutional

legitimacy”.?

Common and long-running concerns about our system of government have been
powerfully expressed through protest, large numbers of written and oral submissions to
select committees, and at a well-attended public forum hosted by Hon Dr Duncan Webb
MP (Labour) and Dr Vanessa Weenink MP (National) at Parliament on democratic resilience
and transparency. Discussions at the forum covered long-standing weaknesses in New
Zealand’s democratic system that have persisted across successive governments and, in
some cases, have become more pronounced under the current coalition government.
These include policy instability, short-term decision-making, over-claimed electoral
mandates that limit public participation, and weak checks on executive power. There is also
growing concern about proposals that further restrict the ability of local government to be
responsive to local issues, and the lack of sustained political attention to core democratic
infrastructure such as transparency, political financing, access to information and genuine
public involvement in decision-making. Other important issues that are confronting our
political system are noted in Trust Democracy’s updated Strategic Plan 2024-2026. It was

1 Acumen Edelman Trust Barometer (2026). Trust Amid Insularity. Available at
https://acumennz.com/acumen-edelman-trust-barometer/acumen-edelman-trust-barometer-2026/

2 Shamubeel Eaqub, Rosie Collins, Charlotte Knights, Isaac Baxter, and Taylor Marston (2026). Social Cohesion
in New Zealand. Helen Clark Foundation. Available at https://www.helenclark.foundation/social-cohesion
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gratifying to have two Trust Democracy committee members participating on panels at the

forum, and to see that there was widespread support for citizens’ assemblies and other
democratic innovations that Trust Democracy has been advocating for.

Summary of 2025-2026 activities

During 2025-2026, Trust Democracy continued to focus on strengthening democratic
practice in Aotearoa New Zealand through advocacy, education, public dialogue and
practical support for democratic innovation. Our work spanned Parliament, local
democracy, civil society and the next generation of democratic thinkers.

Advocacy and submissions

Trust Democracy maintained a strong focus on constitutional and democratic safeguards,
making multiple submissions and representations on legislation and institutional processes
with significant democratic implications. These included submissions on the Electoral
Amendment Bill, Parliamentary Standing Orders, Public Service Amendment Bill, and the
Regulatory Standards Bill. Across this work, Trust Democracy consistently argued for more
inclusive, deliberative and transparent approaches to law-making and public decision-
making, especially given the truncated policy development processes used.

Trust Democracy provided a substantial submission to the Review of Parliament’s Standing
Orders, with recommendations to strengthen select committee processes, improve public
participation, enhance Parliament’s own capability to scrutinise government, and a
proposal for a much more democratic and public process for entering into international
treaties.

Having been heavily involved in New Zealand’s Open Government Partnership programme
since our establishment, Trust Democracy decided not to participate in developing the fifth
OGP National Action Plan. We decided that the process lacked genuine co-creation,
transparency, inclusiveness and civil society influence, and showed little evidence of
renewed government commitment to using OGP to drive meaningful open government
reform beyond business-as-usual. These reasons were outlined in a letter to the
responsible minister.

Trust Democracy also wrote a submission against the proposed move from the normal
census process of household surveys to an administrative-data-first approach to future
censuses. While Statistics NZ has spent a lot of time discussing this approach at the
guarterly civil society stakeholder meetings that a Trust Democracy representative attends,
we are concerned that this untested approach will reduce significantly the quality of official
statistics, which are vital for good policy and decision making, and that it will not be
possible to properly protect individual privacy.

Events, education and public dialogue
Trust Democracy organised and contributed to a range of public events and learning
opportunities:
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e We hosted ‘A Place of Firsts’, a well-attended public event at Victoria University of
Wellington examining the Porirua Assembly on Climate and its innovations in Treaty-
based, community-led governance. Video recordings and transcripts were published to
extend the reach of this learning beyond the event itself.

e We supported ongoing public conversation about referenda and democratic reform
through Matheson Russell’s AGM address, which explored the democratic risks and
design challenges of referenda in the New Zealand context.

e We co-hosted and promoted ‘Doing Democracy Better’, a national speaking tour by lain
Walker of Australia’s newDemocracy Foundation, including media engagements, public
events, and meetings for MPs, public servants, local government, and civil society
groups.

Supporting deliberative democracy in practice

Trust Democracy continued to champion citizens’ assemblies and other deliberative
processes as practical responses to declining trust and legitimacy. The organisation
maintained strong connections with deliberative practitioners and helped Auckland
University’s Complex Conversations Lab establish a community of practice to support both
in-person and online forms of public deliberation.

In another piece of work with the Complex Conversations Lab, Trust Democracy has helped
develop an upgraded version of the open-source participation platform, Polis. Polis 2.0 will
enable much larger groups of people to discuss issues determined by users, and will
emphasise areas of common ground.

Supporting the next generation

In 2026, Trust Democracy launched two undergraduate democracy essay prizes at Victoria
University of Wellington and the University of Auckland. Delivered in partnership with
departments with undergraduate courses that cover forms of governance based on
deliberative democracy, these prizes encourage students to engage seriously with
democratic innovation and will help bring new ideas into the public conversation.

Research, reflection and thought leadership

Throughout the year Trust Democracy published analysis and reflective commentary on the
state of democracy in New Zealand, including end-of-year reflections highlighting both
democratic risks and emerging sources of hope such as the hosting of five citizens
assemblies by community groups and local government in 2025. This is now being prepared
for publication as a journal article, and we now believe six deliberative processes took
place in New Zealand. This represents a sea change in interest.

We also curated and shared media coverage, research and opinion pieces to support
informed public debate about democratic reform and innovation.

Members, networks and organisational development

Shortly after our 2025 AGM, Trust Democracy was registered under the Incorporated
Societies Act 2022, with minor amendments to our constitution to meet the new Act’s
requirements.
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Perhaps reflecting widespread public concern about New Zealand’s democracy, 2025-2026
has been a period of strong growth in our membership.

Trust Democracy strengthened its engagement with members through new member-only
online conversations with democratic innovators, held at the beginning of most monthly
committee meetings. These sessions have proved popular with members, and help deepen
learning and connections with relevant networks.

2026 and beyond

Having been leading hands in establishing Trust Democracy, three members of Trust
Democracy’s inaugural committee — Andrew Ecclestone, John Pennington and Simon
Wright — will not be standing at the 2026 AGM because our Constitution does not allow
society officers to serve for more than three consecutive terms. This is an opportunity for a
new group of members to lead Trust Democracy. At a time when the need for
organisations such as Trust Democracy is crystal clear, | look forward to seeing Trust
Democracy help lead the development of New Zealand’s democracy.

Disclosures
The following disclosures were made by Trust Democracy committee members during
2025-26.

Andrew Ecclestone e Deputy Chair, NZ Council for Civil Liberties

e Advisory Committee for Health Coalition Aotearoa Project on
Lobbying

e Advisory Committee for Re:Shape

Anna Curnow e Board member of the Kauri Museum
A Director of Decision Works Ltd

Finn Shewell e Board member of Generation Zero
Work with the Wellbeing Economy Alliance Aotearoa on
participatory approaches to policy decision-making

Simon Wright e Advisory Committee for Re:Shape
Member of the project team for the Porirua Assembly on
Climate

John Pennington e None
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Votes of thanks

| am very proud of the breadth, scope and quality of the work that Trust Democracy does,
which is a testament to the passion, commitment, knowledge and skill of our volunteer-led
membership.

| would like to acknowledge and thank Andrew Ecclestone, Anna Curnow, Finn Shewell and
John Pennington for their work as members of the Trust Democracy committee over 2025-
26. | would particularly like to thank the ‘old-hands’ — Andrew, John and me — for six years

of dedicated service.

The Trust Democracy committee would like to thank all members for their ongoing
support. The society would not have achieved as much as it has without members helping
with the events, suggesting projects, writing articles, and providing advice and financial

support.

| wish the new committee well as it guides Trust Democracy into the future.

Nga mihi, na

Simon Wright
Chair



