
 

 

Low Emissions Economy Draft Report: 

Submission by Greater Auckland Inc 

About Greater Auckland: 
Greater Auckland is an independent, volunteer-run analysis and advocacy platform for improving 

the quality of our cities. We provide evidence-based debate on urban form, transport, housing, 

design, and public space. Our aim is to foster a greater Auckland (and NZ’s other urban areas) for 

all. 

Summary: 
Greater Auckland generally supports the Productivity Commission’s draft Low Emission Economy 

report. We suggest wording or emphasis changes in some parts of the report. We look at three 

chapters of the report: Land Use, Transport and The Built Environment. We also agree with one of 

the Commission’s key overall findings, that New Zealand’s emissions pricing regime – whether an 

updated ETS as suggested, or a carbon tax – must include all sectors. 

Land Use: 
Our comments on the Land Use chapter are brief, although we agree that agriculture is a very 

significant source of emissions and is a critically important avenue for emissions reduction. We 

agree with the Productivity Commission’s findings and recommendations on this, and if anything 

feel that some of the key conclusions should be more prominent and expressed more plainly (e.g. 

in the Overview). 

 

Under the current situation, agriculture is excluded from the ETS. This means that: 

 

1. The industry is being subsidised by the rest of New Zealand, for any situation where we as 

a country are responsible for paying something for our emissions (e.g. under the 2008-

2012 Kyoto commitment period). 

2. Farmers have distorted incentives. They lack incentives to reduce emissions while 

continuing to produce the same kind of goods (e.g. dairy products). Just as importantly, 

farmers lack incentives to change the type of goods they produce (e.g. from dairy products 

to beef or forestry). This second point is rarely given the attention it deserves, and industry 

lobby groups obviously have an incentive to downplay it, or not to talk about it at all! 

 

Brian Fallow summarises these issues in just one, very clearly written New Zealand Herald 

column.
1
 We quote this in parts below: 
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 https://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=11946834 



 

 

 

“The line of argument [from agricultural lobby groups] goes like this: the world needs milk, 

or meat, or steel, or aluminium, or whatever. Producing those things inevitably generates 

emissions, whether they arise from ruminants' digestion or in the process of prising metals 

from their oxides. 

But all of this amounts to a case for some level, even a high one, of free allocation. It is not 

an argument for treating pastoral farming differently from other EITE sectors, that is, to 

have an exposure at the margin to a carbon price that will incentivise further gains in 

emissions efficiency without putting them out of business. 

However, a price on agricultural emissions is not just about influencing how existing farms 

are managed, but also decisions about land use. New Zealand might be better off with 

fewer cattle and more pigs, for example. They are not ruminants and they taste good too. 

In the end, New Zealand is internationally accountable for all of its emissions. If those who 

profit from half of those emissions entirely escape that cost, the rest of us bear it”. 

 

We agree with these points and strongly support the Productivity Commission’s conclusions that 

agriculture should be brought inside the ETS, so that farmers face the same incentives as other 

emitters. This can be supported by an allocation of free credits which abates over time, as the 

Commission suggests, although we note that this amounts to an ongoing subsidy to the sector. 

 

We agree with all of the Commission’s findings and recommendations on Land Use. 

Transport: 
There is a lot of excellent work in the Transport chapter. We agree with the Commission’s focus on 

transport as a major source of emissions and as one of the fastest-growing sources in the last 25 

years. Furthermore, we agree that: 

 

“In addition to producing GHG emissions, the use of road vehicles has led to several 

other costs not fully borne by the user (section 11.8). External costs from road transport 

include traffic congestion, air pollution from harmful exhaust gases (eg, carbon 

monoxide), noise pollution, and road fatalities and injuries.” p285 

 

We agree that a “feebate” system should be investigated, to the extent that consumers 

undervalue future fuel economy savings. However, some caution is required as a feebate system 

depends on accurate data. The gap between lab-tested and on-road fuel economy is large and 

seems to be growing; manufacturers have become adept at designing their vehicles to do well in 

the tests, and some have intentionally falsified data. Iain McGlinchy at the Ministry of Transport 

has presented on this. One European study (http://www.mycarly.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/03/CC2018_Verbrauch_Report-min.pdf) found that “actual fuel 

consumption and data stated by manufacturers differ by almost 75%” and “15% of all UK vehicles 

have been manipulated”. As such, feebates should be determined based on on-road performance 



 

 

data wherever possible. This will also be a critical issue for CO2 emissions standards generally, 

even without a feebate scheme. 

 

We propose the Commission change the emphasis of Finding 11.14, from downplaying the value 

of denser walkable urban form to supporting it. The contribution to aggregate emissions savings 

may currently be small, but the potential for change is large precisely because our current urban 

form is so dispersed, and because of rapid growth in our cities. 

 

We agree with all transport recommendations, except for Recommendation 11.3 “the 

Government should provide financial support for charging infrastructure projects to support the 

uptake of EVs. Support should be limited to specific gaps in the charging network that are not 

commercially attractive to the private sector (eg, charging stations in lowly populated regions)”. 

We do not believe this is a priority in the short term. 

The Built Environment: 
We support the Commission’s understanding of the value of walkable, mixed-use and dense urban 

forms in supporting the low carbon economy – especially since they offer structural, built-in 

economies that are self-reinforcing for their inhabitants and users. They can help to free people 

from dependency on private vehicles. 

 

While we strongly support the importance of transitioning our vehicle fleets to electric drive, we 

also note that reduced private vehicle use is an even more powerful tool in the low carbon 

economy. As the Commission notes: 

 

“Stephan et al. (2013) note that, even with the widespread adoption of electric vehicles, 

public transport is still more efficient from an emissions perspective, given the emissions 

embodied in the construction of roads, parking spaces and other infrastructure.” p394 

 

Additionally, as the report notes, there are many other valuable advantages in reducing the 

structural auto-dependency of our urban form. 

 

However, we feel the Commission is too pessimistic about the ability of urban communities to 

change to more compact forms. The Commission believes, repeating its claim from its earlier 

Better Urban Form study, that the existing dominant auto-dependent suburban form is all but 

permanent because of expressed preference. We disagree with this pessimism as expressed in 

Finding 15.2: 

 

‘Increasing the density of urban areas, combined with good public transport and 

accessibility, can reduce vehicular travel and emissions. But intensification of this nature 

has proven difficult to accomplish and runs counter to the living preferences of many 

New Zealanders. Urban planning policies are likely to take many years to achieve 

significant increases in density. By then, reductions in vehicle emissions may have already 

been achieved through advances in low-emissions transport.’ Draft Report p384 (emphasis 

added) 

 

 

There is good evidence that people do choose more dense urban living when offered the 

opportunity, and when real world constraints are considered. For example, a 2015 study for 



 

 

Auckland Council,
2
 The Housing We’d Choose, included tradeoffs such as costs and found that 48% 

of Auckland households would choose to live in an attached dwelling – far greater than the 

proportion that currently live in one. This has clear implications for the types of housing we are 

likely to build in the future – see also our analysis of population growth and building consent 

trends below. 

 

 

Changes to the mix of intensification vs. greenfields growth can occur relatively quickly – in fact 

more quickly than transition to EVs. Substitution of ICE vehicle use with public and active 

transport, while incremental, can build to significance over time, when supported by regulation 

and infrastructure investment. It is important to note that e-bikes currently outsell EVs. And that 

public transport ridership growth over the last decade has averaged 6.7% pa v population growth 

at 2.5%. 

 

For example the Auckland City Centre is both the fastest growing residential area in the country 

(at approx 50,000 people) and reports the lowest car ownership in the 2013 census. 25% of 

households living there have no car; not through deprivation, but through choice, and the absence 

of need. Areas that can support more of this type of living should be encouraged, especially the 

city centres and secondary nodes of our major urban areas. The creation of new auto-dependent 

sprawl distant from employment, education, and entertainment should no longer be subsidised or 

encouraged. 
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 https://www.smartgrowthbop.org.nz/media/1631/june-the-housing-we-choose-akl.pdf  



 

 

 
 

More broadly, 50% of new homes consented in Auckland are now ‘attached’ typologies, rather 

than detached houses. The Auckland Plan and Auckland Unitary Plan imply that the proportion of 

new homes that are ‘attached’, and come from intensification rather than greenfields expansion, 

will continue to rise and stay above 50% in the long term. 

 

 
 

 

Similarly, for both Hamilton City and Wellington City, attached houses made up more than 50% of 

new homes consented in the last year. Looking to Australia, our analysis has found that more than 

50% of new homes are attached in most of the major cities 

(https://www.greaterauckland.org.nz/2014/11/12/aussie-apartment-boom-the-cities/).  

 



 

 

Auckland’s historically low density urban form and low public transport use are due in large part to 

policy and implicit subsidies for sprawl and driving. Aucklanders’ ‘preferences’ for these things are 

clearly changing as these settings change. The relaxation of some restrictions on denser form and 

the investment in both public and active transit have been both met with strong uptake. 

 

Therefore we agree strongly with the Auckland Council position: 

 

 “A practical policy approach could deliver better integration of transport and land-use 1.

including better transport-oriented development; rapidly increased and sustained uptake of 

public transport, walking and cycling; promotion of shared mobility and travel demand 

management; and improvement of fleet fuel efficiency – including but not limited to 

increasing electric vehicle (EV) uptake (including vehicles other than private cars).” 

(Auckland Council 2017, p10) 

 

In our view, the argument that mode shifts to public or active transport will only result in small 

changes in emissions (p308) is flawed, because it ignores locational changes that often accompany 

a switch from driving. A person or household moving from a low density auto-dependent place to 

a denser one well served by public transport is likely to be replacing a long drive with a shorter 

public or active transport journey. So, in fact, the change will likely be doubly valuable from an 

emissions (and other transport cost) point of view. 

 

While it is likely that electric cars will enable dispersed living to continue with a lower emissions 

profile, we agree that the transition of the entire current fleet will take a long time to occur, and it 

is still a resource hungry pattern overall.  

 

A better outcome, while also encouraging vehicle change, is to help guide all existing and new 

urban land use to a less resource hungry pattern. This means allowing and enabling: 

 

1. mixed use zoning as a default, so employment and living may more easily co-habitate (regulate 

for industrial externalities directly). 

2. a greater built density at all transport nodes, certainly this would be more achievable than 

blanket up zoning of existing low density areas. 

3. a greater density at desirable well connected locations where the economic conditions for 

development are more favourable. 

4. coordinate high quality public transport provision with increases in allowed density. 

5. much improved inter-city transit options as well as intra-city ones. 

Conclusion 
The need to get to a zero carbon economy by 2050 means that all levers will have to be pulled. 

While we support the transition to electrify existing transport systems, there is also a very useful 

role for improved urban form to play in this transition. It is our view that the draft report doesn’t 

cover the opportunities in incentivising and enabling a conscious transition to higher density land 

use through better pricing of costs, internal and external, and changes to land-use regulation at 

both central and local government levels, particularly in our bigger and faster growing cities.  


