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Submission of SOLGM on the Draft Productivity Commission Report 
Low Emissions Economy 

 
The NZ Society of Local Government Managers (SOLGM) thanks the Productivity 
Commission (the Commission) for the opportunity to submit on the Low Emissions 
Economy Report (the Report).     
  
SOLGM is a professional society of around 680 local government Chief Executives, 
senior managers, and council staff.1   We are an apolitical organisation. Our 
contribution lies in our wealth of knowledge of the local government sector and of 
the technical, practical and managerial implications of legislation.   
 
Our vision is: 
professional local government management, leading staff and enabling communities 
to shape their future.   
 
The Prime Minister has described climate change and the effects of climate change 
as “this generation’s nuclear free moment”.  While we may not entirely agree with the 
rhetoric, we would unhesitatingly describe it as the most significant public policy 
issue of our time.  
 
As the builder of, and advocate for, local communities our 78 local authorities are at 
the forefront of managing the impacts of climate change – reducing emissions is the 
most important step that the world can take to mitigate the impacts of climate 
change.  
 
Cautious Support for Most Recommendations  
 
We agree with the overall direction that the Commission is pursuing and would like 
to provide our cautious support for many of those recommendations that impact on 
the sector and on communities.  
 
These are complex matters.   Many of the comments and some of the 
recommendations where SOLGM seeks further detail about the operational 
practicalities of the recommendations.  
 
Central/Local Government Relations 
 
The Commission notes local government will play an important role in the national 
response and should be appropriately included and consulted, and further that 
climate change is an opportunity to establish new and more effective working 
arrangements.  
                                                           
1  As at 31 May 2018. 
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It is not clear to us that the Commissions choice of ‘consulting’ represents the right level of 
engagement.   The many and diverse roles local government will play suggest to us that the 
role may be more of a co-design role.   
 
We see this finding (7.18) as self-evident, not least because the need for better 
relations between the two sectors has been both a welcome and recurrent theme in 
the Commission’s work.   
 
This is not to say that climate change is not a national issue – its impacts on the 
economy and society will be felt nationally.  But the most immediate impacts will be 
local, for example managing this retreat here, protecting that asset there etc.   South 
Dunedin is a good example of the future for many low lying coastal communities.   
 
We were somewhat surprised that a finding of this magnitude was not matched with 
a recommendation in support.  The recent Central/Local Government Forum 
identified climate change as one of its four main priority areas for the next triennium, 
though this too went unaccompanied by a recommendation.   We suggest that there 
should be a joint central/local Climate Change Leadership forum that has the day to 
day oversight of a joint programme of policy and other work.  This group should 
have the appropriate managerial leadership on the membership of the group, 
alongside the elected leaders.     
 
Agriculture 
 
SOLGM makes no comment about agriculture and the ETS and notes that many local 
authorities have been divided in their consideration of these aspects.   
 
Agriculture accounts for almost 50 percent of emissions.  Significant reductions in 
emissions will not be achieved without transformational change in the agriculture 
sector.  We’d also note that the non-position on agriculture is one of the reasons 
that there has been a lack of credibility in New Zealand’s overall response to climate 
change.  
 
Targeted support for research and development may be the only short-medium 
measure that pays a dividend.  
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A Low Emissions Strategy? 
 
The Commission recommends that central government be placed under a statutory 
duty to prepare a national low emissions strategy (LES).    We agree in principle with 
a national level strategy.   
 
We see the main benefits of any LES lying in providing greater government 
leadership on emission reduction (including some potential that the LES might help 
build a more enduring cross-party consensus on these matters). It would also set a 
frame through which a more coherent and credible policy framework would be 
developed.   We agree that a LES would only be effective if it covered all sectors of 
the economy, and if it drew together all of the policy and regulatory instruments into 
a single unified framework.  
 
We recognise that the Commission’s task with this inquiry was a very large one and 
that of necessity a report such as this cannot provide ‘all the answers’.  In this area we 
do note that there are some very significant questions about a strategy that go to its 
fitness for purpose. 
 
The report is light on detail about the placement of the LES within the overall 
framework of planning and regulatory statute.  Essentially this goes to the degree to 
which a LES would lead or bind other strategies.  For example, is it intended that the 
low-emissions strategy would be something that instruments such as the GPS on 
Land Transport Funding, or National/Regional Transport Plans would have to ‘have 
regard to’ or ‘be consistent with’.  What linkage (if any) is envisaged with the New 
Zealand Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy?   
 
The Commission has correctly identified the role that the investment decisions of 
infrastructure providers will play in reducing emissions, so we would expect a greater 
rather than a lesser, degree of linkage.   
 
Local government is one of the key actors in making any LES work. The investment in 
decisions we make, the regulatory interventions we pursue and (even) the 
procurement we undertake will influence achievement of the objectives in an LES.  
We do not have a clear of sense the degree to which the LES and the actions 
identified in the LES flow through from central to local government.   That is to say, 
to what extent would or should local government be bound to or contribute to 
achievement of the LES?  Again, there is a range of options that might be available 
for the LES ‘guiding’ the actions of local authorities.  These include: 
• a duty to have regard to the LES in decision-making 
• a duty to act consistently with the LES/not inconsistently with the LES 

(legislation these days tends to avoid the latter formulation) 
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• an obligation to prepare a regional or local LES that guides investment 
decisions and any other policy/regulatory levers that local authorities might use 
to influence emissions levels.   

 
The local government sector and SOLGM in particular would be an interested party 
in developing such a strategy.  
 
Road Pricing 
 
The report recommends that the Government “take steps to amend the pricing 
system for transport so that a greater share of the external costs associated with 
private vehicle use are internalised.” (recommendation 11.5) 
 
This recommendation is soundly based in the principles of orthodox economics 
which holds that when users of a service face the true costs of their demand, they 
demand only what they value.  
 
SOLGM, and the local government sector, have long been an advocate of the use of 
road pricing.  Sector support for road pricing dates back to the 1993 joint Local 
Government New Zealand / Automobile Association / Road Transport Forum 
Submission Land Transport Funding that was the first cross-sectoral support for 24/7 
road pricing.   
 
Our most recent approach to Government on this matter was in December of last 
year when we advised the Minister of Local Government that: 
 
“There is a substantial body of international evidence that shows the effect that the 
introduction of pricing can have on demand, especially for water. To take a local 
example, Kapiti Coast District Council was able to encourage the fixing of an estimated 
97 percent of leaks and reduce overall consumption by 26 percent in the year after 
moving to metering.  
 
Policy work on these matters has gone around in circles.  Road pricing and tolling sat 
on policy agendas twenty years ago.  Successful introduction of these types of 
mechanisms cannot proceed without a mandate from the local community – which 
includes acceptance of the value of the charge, the method for charging, and the use to 
which funds will be put.  We were surprised to learn recently that the New Zealand 
Transport Agency is contemplating yet another study on the impact of road pricing. It 
is time to remove this policy ‘blockage’ and bring this work to a conclusion.”2 
 

                                                           
2  SOLGM (2017), Managing for the Big Issues – A Briefing for the Incoming Minister and Associate 

Minister of Local Government, page 18. 
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We are aware that since 2006 there have been four road pricing studies done in 
Auckland alone.3  
 
The economist’s dream is the 24/7 road pricing that uses transponder technology to 
set a price for road use that is based on time of day, type of vehicle location (even 
down to the road traversed) and time of year (for example a journey in Auckland 
during the so-called “March madness” period might cost more than on Christmas 
Day).  Its not just a case of transport emissions coming on/from the congested routes 
and peak times – any vehicle is emitting GHGs at any time.  This is the first best 
solution.  
 
We understand there are eight cities around the world that currently have some form 
of congestion pricing in place and others where the tool has been tried and 
abandoned or considered and rejected.  As far as we are aware the approaches have 
almost exclusively relied in automatic number plate recognition technology. There 
are a variety of approaches that might be employed – for example a straight toll 
might be appropriate for Wellington where the number of roads in and out is limited 
but may not be so appropriate elsewhere.  Cordon tolling might be more appropriate 
for a city such as Auckland where there are a range of areas that are congested.  
 
Lessons from these initiatives have emphasised the importance of public 
engagement literally from the problem definition phase.  The Commission has 
correctly identified that the use of revenues is a key issue, however the pricing is 
administered.  Availability of convenient alternative modes of transport to private 
vehicles are a must-have.  Privacy concerns are another key issue.  In our time 
involved with these matters we have lost count of the number of times we have 
heard the same apocryphal story of the cheating spouse ‘outed’ by a bill for road 
travel.   
 
The other lesson is not to underestimate the time involved in implementing road 
pricing of whatever form.  As a transitional measure there may be an economic case 
for increasing the level of fuel excise and roaduser charges (though the political case 
will not be an easy sell).    
 
We’d also note that road pricing as a policy tool may go some way to meeting policy 
objectives in terms of health and safety, asset management and the other 
environmental impacts of road use.   
 
In our view, the Commission could be a little stronger in its recommendation in 
support of road pricing. In our view, this is the single biggest practical step that can 
be taken to reduce the 20 percent of emissions that come from transport.  

                                                           
3  D’Artagnan Consultants (2018), Review of International Road Pricing Initiatives, Previous Reports and 

Technologies for Demand Management – Report for the Ministry of Transport, page 83.   



6 
 

Transport Investment 
 
“The first rule of government spending: don’t fund what you don’t want more of.” 

Richard Prebble 
 
The Commission recommends that the Government: 
• provide funding for charging stations for electric vehicles, especially in areas 

where the market may not provide these facilities and 
• make emissions reduction a stronger strategic focus in transport investment (in 

essence a redirection of investment to rail, other public transport, walking and 
cycling).  

 
We observe that the demand for EV charging facilities is not just a matter of 
population but is also a matter of traffic flows.  For example, one would not consider 
Mangaweka or Waiouru as high population areas, yet their location on State 
Highway One means each is equipped with a charging facility.   It appears the main 
‘holes’ in the network are on the West Coast of the South Island, eastern and 
southern Taranaki and some parts of the eastern coastline of the North Island (i.e. 
those centres away from the ‘spine’ of State Highway 2).4   We understand that the 
private sector has plans in place to fill some of the gaps in the first of the listed areas 
(there are three charging stations under construction along this route and three 
planned at the time of writing).   
 
Recent changes to the GPS for Land Transport Funding and other initiatives arising 
from the Coalition and Confidence and Supply have already seen some shift in 
funding into passenger transport, walking and cycling facilities.  It is an open 
question whether the degree of reallocation of funding that is envisaged here 
represents anything other than a ‘good start’.  Our earlier comments about road 
pricing noted the importance of having alternatives to private vehicles available, so 
some shift in funding would support any steps taken to better price road use.  
 
We also note that significant recent commitments of investment have been made for 
a few key public transport projects, though we are unaware that emissions reduction 
was the principal or even a secondary objective for any of these projects.5  The 
Commission correctly notes that many recent (and current) investments of this 
nature have been made from the general Crown revenues as opposed to the 
National Land Transport Fund.  
 

                                                           
4  Source:  ChargeNet.NZ website, https://charge.net.nz/ , last retrieved on 25 May 2018 
5  For example, we had understood the business case for the so-called Central Rail Loop to be an 

economic development and urban form-based case, with little direct consideration of the impact 
on emissions.  

https://charge.net.nz/
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We concur with the Commission’s commentary about the failings of the land 
transport funding system as a means of funding low emissions transport modes and 
projects.  We need to remember that emission reduction is but one of number of 
competing objectives, and that today’s road network owes much of its existence to a 
role meeting the needs of primary industry.  More than forty percent of the network 
carries less than five percent of the traffic.  Our point is that shifts in funding will 
create distributional challenges and will have second order economic and social 
impacts that need to be considered alongside emission reduction. 
 
Although not mentioned in the investment section of the report, the Commission 
makes some interesting discussion of shadow pricing of emissions for investment 
decision-making purposes.  Again, this is textbook economics, which we would 
support in principle.  We do wonder to what extent emissions and their 
environmental effects may already be factored into the analytical methodologies 
employed by NZTA and to what extent that might be adapted for use in other 
methodologies.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


