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SUBMISSION TO THE
JUSTICE AND ELECTORAL COMMITTEE OF THE YOUTH PARLIAMENT 2010
ON THE PROCESS FOR DECIDING WHETHER TO RETAIN OR CHANGE THE NEW ZEALAND FLAG
THE ASSOCIATION

1. The Royal New Zealand Returned and Services’ Association (the word “Services” replaced “Soldiers” in 1942, whilst the title “Royal” was conferred in June 2000) came into being in 1916 to care for wounded soldiers returning from the World War I battlefields, and to assist all who returned settle back into civilian life.  Care for widows and families of those who had died in the service of their country was also paramount.  Since then the organisation has expanded to encompass veterans of all wars in which New Zealanders have served, and indeed all ex-service persons and their families.  The RSA movement is among the largest voluntary welfare organisations in the country with 200 RSAs nationwide and 116,000 members.
2. Our contact details are:  Royal New Zealand Returned and Services Association National Office, ANZAC House, 181 Willis St, Wellington (04) 384 7994.   The Chief Executive Dr Stephen Clarke looks forward to appearing before the Committee on Tuesday, 6 July 2010 to expand upon the comments made in this submission.      

BACKGROUND

3. Flags were used originally to assist military coordination on battlefields and evolved to provide units with a sense of identity and espirit de corps. National flags are potent patriotic symbols with varied wide-ranging interpretations, including strong military associations due to their original and ongoing military uses.
4. Indeed, the New Zealand Flag became our official flag on 12 June 1902 amidst the pomp and patriotism of the South African War.  The New Zealand Flag was prominent at Gallipoli in 1915 and one that was flown at Quinn’s Post was brought back to New Zealand by Private John Taylor, Canterbury Infantry Regiment. The flag was signed by members of Taylor’s regiment and there are many examples of these memorial flags in RSAs and museum collections throughout the country. 
5. As an organisation comprising members who have served their country under the New Zealand Flag, and as guardian of the memory of those New Zealanders who made the ultimate sacrifice, it is appropriate that the RNZRSA and its membership feels a strong connection to our national symbol. Just as the Association feels acutely its responsibility as the guardian of remembrance so we have a similar relationship with the New Zealand Flag. It is coincidence but a symbolic one that the red of the stars of the Southern Cross emblazoned on the New Zealand Flag is exactly the same permutation of red as the Poppy. 

6. The Flag is a prominent part of the RSA movement. The New Zealand Flag is flown outside and prominently displayed within local RSAs; it is the basis of our own House Flag and also comprises part of the emblem of the RNZRSA. Most recently, ‘Carrying the Flag to All Generations’ has been adopted as the message of revival of the RSA movement. 
7. Based on these historical associations as well as current feeling within the organisation the Association is widely viewed by media and the general public as a strong proponent of the New Zealand Flag. It is a role that the Association has played since its foundation. 
8. Over the last two decades the Association has been responding to calls for change to the Flag which have created considerable media attention but we would argue much less sustained popular support.
9. In 1992 Hon Matiu Rata, a former Minister of Maori Affairs, called for the Flag to be redesigned to ‘re-establish our national identity’. The Association responded by circulating a petition calling for the current flag to be retained. 10,000 signatures were collected and it was argued that many more people would have signed it had the Flag come under active threat.
10. In 1998 the Minister of Cultural Affairs Hon Marie Hasler called for the Flag to be replaced with a silver fern on a black background. In response, the then NZRSA National President David Cox made the following statement:
‘It is the view of the NZRSA that any change to the New Zealand Flag should be solely the prerogative of the people of New Zealand as determined by a substantial majority of electors in a referendum. It is also the Association’s view that this matter should be taken out of the political arena.’
The Association also distributed amongst the membership over 100,000 stickers depicting the New Zealand Flag with the message “Keep It This Way”.
11. In 2004 Wellington businessman Lloyd Morrison formed the NZFlag.com Trust with the 'sole purpose of encouraging New Zealanders to change the flag'. The RNZRSA maintained its stance of supporting the flag but that a change would be acceptable if it was voted for by a substantial majority in a public referendum. However, some district associations, such as Canterbury District RSA, disagreed and voted unanimously to oppose any move to alter or change the flag which reveals that some local RSAs and RSA members hold stronger views than official policy. 
12. As recently as February 2010, following considerable debate on the national Maori flag and the New Zealand Herald’s front-page article arguing that it was time to change the New Zealand flag. The RNZRSA National President Robin Klitscher reiterated that:
‘The RSA's policy states that any change should be out of the hands of the politicians and "solely the prerogative of the people of New Zealand, as determined by a substantial majority of electors in a referendum".’

Mr Klitscher acknowledged that many returned servicemen who fought under the flag would have stronger views than the official RSA policy. Indeed, the Herald interviewed a Vietnam veteran that recalled every day flying the New Zealand Flag with pride at his post. He saw no valid reason to change it. ‘When I die, I want to have the New Zealand flag, as it is now, put over my casket.’
RNZRSA OFFICIAL POLICY ON THE NEW ZEALAND FLAG
13. Despite the stance of strongly supporting the current New Zealand Flag, the RNZRSA, as an organisation founded and sustained by generations of those who fought for freedom, is not dictatorial in its stance. In fact, official policy is not set rigidly on the notion of ‘no change’ but accepts the democratic will of the people should they desire a change.
14. The official policy of the Royal New Zealand Returned and Services’ Association, dating back to the 1998 but reaffirmed as recently as the 2005 National Council Annual General Meeting, reads as follows:

‘This Council reaffirms its strong support for the New Zealand flag and endorses RNZRSA Standing Policy, namely:

“It is the view of RNZRSA that any change to the New Zealand Flag should be solely the prerogative of the people of New Zealand as determined by a substantial majority of electors in a referendum. It is also the Association’s view that this matter should be taken out of the political arena.”’
15. In summary, the RNZRSA strongly supports the current New Zealand Flag but also recognises that if a substantial majority of the people (which the Association defines as 75%) say they want a change through a referendum, our policy would be acceptable to that result. 

ADDITIONAL COMMENT
16. The RNZRSA comments that the public debate often revolves around the design of a new flag before having decided that we want one. Media polls over the last 40 years have consistently suggested that the majority of New Zealanders oppose any change: 

1973 – 75% No to change 

1984 – 86% No to change 
1999 – 64% Opposed to change 
2008 – 62% Leave it alone
Source:  Ministry for Culture and Heritage 
http://www.nzhistory.net.nz/media/photo/calls-new-flag accessed 2 Jul 2010
17. There is a sense that the New Zealand Flag is historic, outdated and not relevant today but we would argue that New Zealanders’ growing sense of national identity, as witnessed on Anzac Day, is based upon a greater recognition of our past history. Renewed recognition rather than reinvention underlines the resurgence of Anzac Day so it might be asked of our national symbols? 
18. Beyond the decision to change the flag the RNZRSA is silent on the process thereafter. But we would warn caution as a flag is not a trade mark or sporting icon that it needs to have meaning for the great majority of New Zealanders, and also needs to be recognised by others. The many examples of the utilisation of the silver fern internationally and it being mistaken as a feather is a pertinent warning.
RECOMMENDATION

19. It is recommended that any change to the New Zealand Flag should be solely the prerogative of the people of New Zealand as determined by a 75% majority of electors in a referendum. 
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