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Advancing 
Environmental 

Sustainability; Some 
Lessons From NZ’s 

Experiences



• Setting the scene, what shapes NZ
• The Parliamentary Commissioner  
for the Environment (PCE), a unique  
agency

• NZ environmental agencies and 
major statutes

• Key lessons from the last 2 decades  
of environmental reforms

Outline…



Where & how we start shapes us for life…



The signing of a treaty at Waitangi on 6 February 1840 
by a group of Maori chiefs and the British Government, 
represented by Lieutenant-Governor Hobson. The treaty 
was subsequently signed by other Maori chiefs in 
various locations throughout the country.



Return on Investment
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A tiny nation globally linked…

2.1 million visitors &
young NZer’s
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What business is NZ in 
as a tiny global trader,
great distances from 
most of our customers?

“We are in the business of
pampering the palates and 
passions of the world’s more 
prosperous citizens”

• Delivered by our biotic 
economy; dependent on our 
unique ecology



Like Chile we do start with many 
advantages







Sheep
• 14,000 farms
• 8.0m hectares
• 40m sheep



Agriculture
• 70,000 farms
• 13.8m hectares
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However we are now being shaped by 
one metropolitan region…



87% of us live in town; we 
are an increasingly urban 

culture…



And we are a deeply biotic economy. 
But rural – urban inter-dependencies 
are not well understood…



Economy

Society

Environment

Sustainability in context…

Key relationships!



Sustaining natural capital 
necessitates getting beyond 
mitigation of our effects

Environmental mitigation = activism to 
protect nature from the ravages of 

human activity

Being more sustainable = redesigning the 
processes that deliver human needs & wants 

without making a mess



What are we trying to sustain in the 
long term?

• Natural capital; fresh waters, 
clean air, biodiversity, soils, 
seas…

• Landscape and cultural 
heritage - space & place

• Liveability – human habitat 
quality

• Wealth creation capacity
• Democratic capabilities
• Social & cultural capital



The  PCE

• Officer of Parliament; 
appointed by Govnr General

• Independent of Government 

• Review, scrutinise, 
investigate (wide powers to 
collect information); a 
‘watch-dog’

• Publish, advise, recommend

• Small team (19) and budget 
(NZ$2.2M)



New Zealand Administration System 
and the Role of Officers of Parliament



Roles of the PCE

• Environmental systems guardian

• Environmental ombudsman

• Environmental auditor

• Advisor to Parliamentary Select 
Committees



Strategic plan The focus 2003-2007

• Ecosystems:
- coastal seas
- rural lowlands
- urban environs

• Legislation & Policies:
- adapting to climate change
- energy/electricity 
- marine & coastal
- RMA outcomes
- transport strategies

• Agency Performance:
- local gov. capacities
- central gov advancing sust.
- central gov. agency links



How the PCE works…

• A catalyst for change
• Joins up the silos of many institutions
• Looks for gaps
• Focuses on environmental 

sustainability
• Promotes the value of Maori 

perspectives
• Follows up on recommendations





Our society, many
cultures & values

Our laws &
policies &
knowledge
systemsOur governace

processes

Our society’s
systems of 
meeting 
needs & 
wants

Advancing environmental sustainability; 
the big pieces…



Central Gov. agencies with 
environmental responsibilities…

• Ministry for the 
Environment

• Department of 
Conservation

• Ministry of Agriculture & 
Forestry

• Ministry of Fisheries
• Ministry of Economic 

Development
PLUS Parliamentary roles; 

PCE & Auditor General



Major Environmental 
Legislation…

• MfE - Enviro. Act 1986
- Resource Mgmnt Act 1991
- Hazardous Substances & 

New Organisms Act 1996
- Climate Change Response 

Act 2002
- Energy Efficiency & 

Conservation Act 2000



Enviro. Legislation cont….

• DOC - Conservation Act 1987
- Wildlife Act 1953

• MAF - Biosecurity Act 1993
- Forestry Act 1949 (1993 

amend.)
• Mfish - Fisheries Act 1996
• MED - Crown Minerals Act 1991



Lessons from NZ, points

of reference rather than 

models to copy….



Key lessons from NZ…

• Clearly understand the social, 
political & economic context 
within which new environmental 
policies & institutions are being 
developed
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What we value…

Q. “Economic growth & development should only occur if it
does not cause lasting damage to the environment”

NZ Values Study 2005



Lifestyle mags 
have become 
focused on the 
environment…





Key lessons…

• Improving environmental 
sustainability is very dependant on 
establishing robust systems to 
measure the state of the environment 
& pressures on it.  

• Compliance with regulations, laws etc. 
is no substitute for SOE measures



Estimated yearly nitrogen loadings to 
NZ surface waters

Main nitrogen sources
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Nitrogen 
discharges from 
point sources

Nitrogen discharges 
from non-point 
sources



Excellent Satisfactory Unsatisfactory

Other rivers and

Waikato

% of samples

Ecological health of lowland rivers…

Waikato region 
ecological 
health trends, 
2005



Key lessons…

• Invest in building capacity in all 
central and local government agencies 
responsible for implementation & 
application of environmental policies 
and legislation. They in turn can then 
invest in business and community 
understanding of what’s needed.



Key lessons…

• It is essential that there are 
widespread environmental 
sustainability education and 
experiential learning programmes 
within all levels of formal 
education and within communities 



Major new learnings are 
needed for 21st C survival

• Education for sustainability   requires:
– Ongoing learning
– Lots of reflection and creative

thinking
– Developing visions for the future
– Good participation in decision making
– Dialogue and working with others
– Aiming for systemic / institutional

redesign (not just individual changes



Key lessons…

• Ensure a rich mix of policy 
instruments are used and beware 
over reliance on voluntary 
programmes - they can simply 
delay needed improvements



Living Beyond Our Means
Millennium Ecossytem Assessment

Economic benefits 
under alternate 
management 
practices for 
wetlands & forests

The total economic value 
associated with managing 
ecosystems more 
sustainably is often 
higher than the value 
associated with 
conversion



Annual flow 
of benefits 
from forests 
in selected 
countries

Living Beyond Our Means
Millennium Ecossytem 

Assessment



Key lessons…

• When designing/redesigning 
environmental institutional 
arrangements ensure that ‘form’
follows ’function’ and that there 
is wide understanding, & ideally 
political consensus, on their 
functions



NZ environmental functions & institutions…

Functions
• Allocate resources 

mitigate effects

• Control introduction of 
new compounds & 
organisms

• Develop enviro. policies 
& regulations

• Measure & research enviro. 
health

• Empower & educate 
communities, citizens & 
business’s

• Adjudicate on enviro. Law

• Enviro, guardian/watchdog 

Institutions
• Regional & district 

Councils via plans & 
consents

• Environmental Risk 
Management Authority

• Ministry for the 
Environment (could be an EPA)

• Regional & territorial 
Councils, CRI’s, Uni’s & 
Statistics NZ

• Common law Courts & Environment 
Court

• PCE, Auditor General







Lands also under pressure…

Trees are the rivets of this landscape; 
Manawatu storm damage, 2004

Landcare Research, 2004







New Zealand Landcare 
Trust

“sustainable land management 
through community 

involvement”







New Zealand Landcare Trust

• Trustees from non-government organisations 
representing production, recreation and 
environmental interests

• Around 500 groups – from active to dormant
• Evolved from the Australian model
• Staff of 25,located around New Zealand
• Range of funding sources, including corporate
• Grants programme to support groups



Landcare concepts..
• The Resource Management Act (RMA) has a single overarching 

purpose: to promote the sustainable management of natural and 
physical resources

• We would like to achieve economic and ecologic sustainability, BUT!!
• Once people actually understand sustainability and believe they can 

make a difference, awareness will contribute to action

– Devolve decision making to the appropriate level
– Trust is a key
– Building a platform of local knowledge and skill from a community. 
– Keep a people focus
– Create alliances beyond the usual
– Shop for good science
– Keep a memory of project work

• Strengthening and empowering communities to enable them to take 
action to protect, restore and enhance the environment is seen as a 
clear role for the NZ Landcare Trust



NZ Landcare Trust Strategic Plan 2005 - 2010
2010 Scorecard 2010 Outcomes

Pathways

2006 Milestones
1. Develop boundary relationships with 

1 major knowledge organisation

2. Added 20 new Landcare groups

3. Register of R&D projects 
established

4. $100k funding secured for 
facilitation training

5. One more regional co-ordinator 
employed

6. Developed more capacity at Head 
Office

7. New communication plan in place + 
owned

8. Two producer groups committed to 
sustainable practices

9. Project management training 
completed

10. Performance review + PT Plan for 
staff

11. Improved IT Infrastructure

12. One new corporate funder secured

Sustain & 
Enhance 

Partnerships
& Networks

Build 
our

Profile

Up skill & 
Support 

Staff

Develop 
Cutting Edge
Facilitation

Skills

Use 
Good

Science
Catalyst for
Integrated
Projects

Improve 
Information 
Systems & 

Measurement

Improve 
Integration 

Between
Projects &

Groups

Empowering Action 
On the Ground

Active  successful landcare groups nationwide
Survey landcare groups to assess if they are
achieving their goals
Landcare is expanding in NZ, including skills

Measurable &  
Demonstrable Results

Groups engaged in good scientific R&D
System in place to measure achievement
Success stories in media

Preferred 
Knowledge Broker

People approaching us for best practice
Number of clients
CRIs institutions seeking assistance

No 1 ‘Integrated
Projects’ Facilitator

Landcare Trust written in to funding bids
LCT makes a difference to how bids funded
Stakeholders look to LCT to facilitate/get 
involved with projects

Passionate &
Innovative Team

Leading sector in recognising opportunities
Evaluation of events
High staff retention

Secure Long Term
Funding

Diversity of funding
Secured over a period of time
Funders enouraging us to make further 
application
Positive feedback for funders

Leader in 
Community Engagement

Media first point of contact
Community groups approaching us
Baseline funding

“Sustainable land management through community involvement”



A patient 
with some 
serious 
conditions…



It’s temperature is rising…

IPPC Feb 2nd 2007



New Scientist 

11th Feb 2006

“Two of the largest glaciers in eastern 
Greenland…have both doubled their speed in 
the past two years to around 14km per 
year. ….the two glaciers are dumping 100 
cubic kms of ice into the ocean every 
year.”

Evidence is mounting fast…



Al Gore communicates the 
challenges well…

aninconvenienttr
uth



The economic case for action 
has been made…

STERN REVIEW: The 
Economics of Climate Change, 

30 Oct 2006
• “the scientific evidence is now overwhelming: climate is a 

serious global threat & it demands an urgent global 
response”

• “the evidence gathered by the review leads to a simple 
conclusion: the benefits of strong and early action far 
outweigh the economic costs of not acting”



The 
debate 
is over!



Concluding quote…

“Most of the changes we must make are in our 
economic life. The system of taxes, subsidies, 
regulations and policies through which 
governments motivate the behaviour of 
individuals and corporations continues to 
incent unsustainable behaviours”
Maurice Strong, July 24th 2002 – addressing the

US Senate Environment Treaty Implementation Review



The End


