
Submission to the Productivity Commission. 

I wish to oppose the view of the Commission that livestock emissions should be made to pay 
for some of their emissions in the ETS. It is nothing but an exercise in environmental futility 
at the real risk of economic suicide. 

You correctly note that methane is short lived and that a constant level of production and 
livestock numbers have inflows equalling outflows. However this is not reflected in the 
corrupt and fraudulent methodology currently used to compile our greenhouse gas inventory. 
Consequently, to include livestock emissions in the ETS based on this inventory would be to 
grossly overcharge these livestock emissions. If livestock emissions are to be introduced they 
should only be on changes in emissions from one year to the next, possibly based on a rolling 
average to allow for fluctuations due to droughts and extra favourable seasons. We also need 
to know their relative warming effect. By this I mean we need to know the real warming of 
‘X’ amount of methane. For example, the current methodology assumes it to be 25 times the 
warming effect of carbon dioxide. But if we change to a different GWP time frame or move to 
GTP we get a different relative warming effect compared to carbon dioxide. Clearly, if we 
reduce the methane content of the atmosphere there can only be one effect on global 
temperature, not multiple possibilities. Until we know the real relative effect of methane to 
carbon dioxide any decision to implement charges on this methane is likely to be 
counterproductive. We do know that if we stop all fossil fuel use but continue to farm 
livestock at the current level the world will stop warming. But if we cease to produce any 
methane from livestock but keep burning fossil fuels at the current rate there will only be a 
temporary pause in global warming.  

Back in 2011 I was the only practicing farmer present at a high level meeting of about 25 
people to discuss methane metrics and livestock emissions. It was conceded that the current 
idea of the GWP 100 was fraught with difficulty and there was no easy way to compare gases. 
It was suggested that policy makers needed a comparison between gases to enable policy 
decisions and GWP 100 was the method chosen. But if that method generates policy that is 
flawed and potentially counter-productive to containing global temperature then the exercise 
has failed. 

About the same time I came across a paper (Flood 2011) that quantified the warming from 
methane from all sources. This prompted me to question how much warming that livestock 
actually do cause. The first horrifying discovery was that New Zealand had set up the Global 
Research Alliance and the Pastoral Greenhouse Gas Research Consortium (PGGRC) without 
quantifying the problem. This seems to be very poor science, yet I now see it being repeated in 
this process with discussions about including livestock methane in the ETS without truly 
knowing its real effect on the climate relative to carbon dioxide from fossil fuel combustion. 
Dr Harry Clark of the PGGRC has conceded that the questions I have asked deserved an 
answer and recent work has revealed some information.  



Using this, I have made some ball park calculations of the real value of methane reductions. 
Allen et al, 2016, demonstrate that if all methane from all livestock in the world is eliminated, 
but fossil fuel consumption continues unabated we would pause global warming for 7.4 years 
in the next century. I believe that New Zealand has approximately one percent of global 
livestock numbers. If we got rid of all our livestock methane we would therefore stop the 
world warming for 27 days. According to the Beef & Lamb Economic Service, New Zealand 
had 85.77 million sock units in 2015. This would make around 17,000 farms of 5,000 stock 
units each. Reducing the methane to zero on each of these farms would stop the world 
warming for 140 seconds in a century. Do you really consider it is worth risking this country’s 
major industry for such pathetic gain? 

Let us look further at the cost of these emissions A 5,000 stock unit farm produces about 1500 
tonnes of emissions per year. I will conservatively assume only two thirds of these are 
methane. This 1,000 tonnes will cost $40,000 per year at a very conservative average carbon 
price of $40/tonne. The price was close to $50/tonne before the collapse of the Copenhagen 
Climate Conference. This means it costs $286 per year to cover the value of methane that 
causes one second of warming. This needs to be paid every year for a century, to fit the Allen 
et al formula, thus meaning the value of one second of methane warming is nearly $30,000. 
But this still assumes a GWP of 25 for methane relative to carbon dioxide. However it has 
become apparent to me, and others, that the IPCC has neglected the role of water vapour.  

Methane has been assigned a high warming value because it is present in the atmosphere in 
such low amounts. It is true that the first few parts per million (ppm) of a greenhouse gas trap 
more heat than the last few ppm. But this is only true where that gas is present in isolation. If 
other greenhouse gases are present the mixture must be considered. Let me illustrate with an 
analogy. Suppose there is a lolly scramble of 1000 lollies and there are only two children 
picking them up. Soon both children will have picked up all the lollies their hands can hold 
and many lollies will still be on the ground. But if another 998 children join the scramble there 
will only be enough for one each on average. Some may pick up several, but that will mean 
many will miss out. No one will end up with hands totally full. If 2000 children join the 
scramble there will be many who collect nothing. 

Methane is present in the atmosphere at approximately 2 ppm. Water vapour has a highly 
variable concentration depending on humidity and temperature but it seems reasonable to 
assume it averages out at about 2% or 20,000 ppm. If we look at the graph below we see that 
water vapour absorbs energy in the same wavelengths as methane but not as efficiently. Even 
if it is only 10% efficient, there is still 1,000 times the absorption capacity for water vapour as 
there is for methane, thus the warming effect of methane is likely to vastly lower than for 
carbon dioxide. But let us assume it is only overstated by a factor of ten. That still blows the 
value of the methane that cause one second worth of warming out to far more than a quarter of 
a million dollars!! 
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I would make another observation here. Methane only traps energy in two relatively narrow 
bands. This means there is a lot of energy that it is simply not capable of trapping. It is like a 
couple of children wandering around only picking up two kinds of lollies and ignoring the 
rest. This should raise a red flag that methane can’t possibly have the warming influence that 
its GWP 100 of 25 alleges. Before we consider putting livestock emissions into the ETS we 
need to answer these questions and be sure that we are not making things worse. 

But this all begs a wider question. If water vapour dwarfs the effect of methane, then does it 
dwarf the effect of carbon dioxide? I note that at the time of the release of the AR5 it was 
noted that the actual global temperature was lower than 111 of 114 climate model runs. Apart 
from the super El Nino of 2016/17 there has been no appreciable warming since then so global 
temperature is still well below almost all models. Your terms of reference do not permit it, but 
we should be looking at the cost effectiveness of any plan to modify atmospheric composition 
of gases. The late Professor Bob Carter, a geologist said New Zealand’s approach to 
earthquake management was world leading. We knew we could not stop earthquakes so we set 
building standards that should withstand them and have minimal casualties when the 
inevitable big quakes arrive. This contrasts with Third World Countries which are too poor to 
have strict building codes and as a consequence thousands of lives are lost in big earthquakes. 
He contended the correct approach to climate change was the same. We should build a strong 
economy that can cope with what the climate throws up, be it a natural event such as huge El 
Nino drought or a cyclone or whether the world warms, or if it cools as many solar physicists 
are predicting. A cooler climate will produce far more serious problems for humanity than a 
warmer one. Crops will fail, people will die of cold and/or starvation. I would remind you that 



more people die of cold each year in spite of the fact that the population is crowded into the 
warmest latitudes of the planet. 

With the satellite temperature record showing no significant warming this century, and 
humanity burning a third of all fossil fuels it has consumed to date during that period, there 
should be questions being asked and answers sought as to whether the whole concept of a zero 
carbon economy is justified, not just whether to include livestock emissions in the ETS.  

Planting trees to reach a zero carbon economy is not sustainable. The only true zero carbon 
economy is one with no fossil fuels. They exist in the poorest parts of the world where the 
population are peasants struggling to survive.  

Other factors that need considering is the whole cycle of an activity.  

For example many advocate more wind turbines. But it takes a thousand times as much steel 
to build a wind farm of the same generating capacity as a combined cycle gas turbine. What is 
the environmental footprint of this sort of resource waste? 

People also advocate electric cars. But it takes so much energy to build that car’s battery you 
could run a car on fossil fuel for several years.  

Where is the electricity for this electric car going to come from? We have no more rivers to 
dam. I have pointed out the waste of resources in wind farm construction. Nobody appears to 
have an appetite for nuclear, so that car will be powered by a gas or coal fired power station!! 

In conclusion, I would submit that the only sensible solution to maintain a productive 
economy and a productive country is forget the whole idea of honouring our Paris 
commitment and follow the lead of the US. If the world does cool we will then be more ready 
for it than those countries who blindly listen to the output of the models that have failed to 
predict the world’s temperatures for this century. Let us stop pretending the Emperor has a 
fantastic robe. He is stark naked!! 


