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6 June 2018 

 

Greater Wellington Regional Council submission on Productivity Commission 
draft report on transitioning to a low carbon economy 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this report. We congratulate the 
Commission on putting together such a thorough and authorative document with a 
solid set of policy recommendations for getting New Zealand moving in the right 
direction towards a low carbon economy. This is long overdue and more urgent than 
ever before.  

The Greater Wellington Regional Council (GWRC) is supportive of many of the 
recommendations in the document. This feedback focuses on the areas in the report 
that we believe could be improved and important omissions that should be 
addressed. 

Electricity sector 

R12.1 and R12.2, state that decarbonisation of the electricity sector should be 
entrusted solely to a reformed and improved Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). 
GWRC believes that supportive policies are also essential, given that history has 
shown (as the Commission notes) the ETS has been ineffective, in part because its 
settings were too easily modified.   

Supporting measures that enable the uptake of renewable electricity could be 
implemented that do not have serious unintended consequences.  A wider suite of 
complementary policies and actions will reinforce the direction of travel and make it 
less likely the transition to a low carbon economy will stall, for example, due to short 
term political pressures, or increases to the price of technologies. 

The failure of the ETS brings into sharp relief the fact that markets are a tool, not a 
solution in and of themselves. Objectives, such as the essential need to transition to 
a low carbon economy in the timeframe demanded by staying with the 2 degree C 
global warming limit, are achieved through deliberate action, not by taking ‘hands-off’ 
or ‘wait-and-see’ approaches.  

Local Government and the RMA 

We encourage the Commission to explicitly recognise the role that local government 
can play in contributing to emissions reductions, particularly by showing leadership 
within their individual communities by reducing their own emissions.   

Beyond showing leadership, local government does not have a great degree of 
influence on the GHG emissions of the wider community (beyond its organisational 
boundaries). Any consideration that is given to the idea of sub-national emissions 
reduction targets needs to reflect this. We support the Commission’s 
recommendation to make emissions a central consideration of land transport 
planning as it will encourage transport authorities such as councils to use the 
influence they already have more effectively. However, the report is silent on the 
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deliberate disconnect between the Resource Management Act and GHG emissions 
reduction. 

Councils could play a greater role in this respect through planning and consenting 
processes were this not expressly prohibited by law. The Resource Management 
(Energy and Climate Change) Amendment Act 2004 says in clause 3(b)(i) ’The 
purpose of this Act is… to require local authorities... not to consider the effects on 
climate change of discharges into air of greenhouse gases’ and does exactly that.  

As the Commission clearly identifies, the ETS has been totally ineffective at reducing 
emissions and that supportive emission-reduction policies are required as well as a 
drastic tightening of the ETS’s rules. Amending the RMA again to remove this 
deliberate ‘blind spot’ regarding GHG emissions is a way to do this and allow 
councils to make a meaningful contribution. Naturally it would also apply to those 
projects that are called in or appealed, which are often those projects which have 
significant implications for the country’s GHG emissions. 

We note and support Sir Geoffrey Palmer and Dr Roger Blakeley in their Submission 
on New Zealand Productivity Commission’s ‘Better Urban Planning’ issues paper, 
December 2015, recommended that “the Productivity Commission supports an 
amendment to the RMA to allow local government to properly deal with climate 
change factors when making environmental, planning and infrastructure decisions.”   

We suggest that any change to the RMA of this kind should be accompanied by a 
related National Policy Statement and other guidance to assist planning authorities 
with achieving successful and consistent implementation.  

Urban form 

The Commission’s draft report fails to mention compact urban form as a significant 
contributor to emissions reductions.  It is critical that all policies align and are 
consistent with the overall ambition of transitioning to a low-emissions economy.  
Urban sprawl is inconsistent with that ambition – it results in costs, increased private 
car travel, infrastructure duplication and associated GHG emissions.   

GWRC therefore recommends that the final report emphasise the importance of 
policies about quality compact cities, including ways in which local government could 
be incentivised to adopt quality compact urban form as a core tenet of land use 
planning and urban growth and development.  Amending the RMA as discussed 
above would be one way to help achieve this.  

We also refer you to LGNZ’s submission to this report regarding the need for 
regional spatial plans to address a number of issues including climate change in a 
joined-up fashion. GWRC supports their view that regional spatial plans be included 
in the Commission’s final report. This aligns well with our recommendation above 
about being more explicit as to how councils can contribute to the transition to the 
low carbon economy.  
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Public sector emissions and procurement 

GWRC supports recommendation 11.4 regarding government agencies purchasing 
low emissions vehicles. However, we note the Commission does not extend this 
concept of using Government purchasing power to other areas. These areas include 
but are not limited to: 

o Electricity: increased demand for 100% renewable electricity (at present 
offered by only one supplier in the country) may encourage its 
development. 

o Office space: EECA operates the national building energy rating scheme 
‘NABERSNZ’, which gives a star rating to office buildings for their real-
world energy performance. By making having a NABERS rating mandatory 
for all its office leases, the government would influence the wider market 
leading landlords to improve the energy efficiency of all their buildings. This 
is exactly what happened in Australia, where NZ imported the NABERS 
scheme from. 

We suggest that the Commission investigate the possibility of public sector bodies 
(including local authorities, DHBs and CRIs) being required account for their 
organisational GHG emissions using the ISO-14064 standard, which includes not 
only their direct emissions, such as from their energy use, but also from their supply 
chain (so-called ‘scope-3’ emissions). In this way government purchasing could have 
a significant effect on the business sector’s attitude and activity in relation to GHG 
emissions.  

The report could address where revenues from the ETS could be allocated and/or 
what they could be used for.  

 
Detailed responses 

Chapter 6 - Investment 

Q6.1 – Should the investment policy of the New Zealand Venture Investment Fund 
be updated to identify low-emissions investments as a sector of interest? 

Yes. We do not see any reference to the poor state of technology investment, and in 
particular manufacturing investment, in New Zealand. NZ has an enviable 
engineering and manufacturing pedigree, but this is quickly being run down with the 
flight of investment from productive (i.e. high value manufacturing) to non-productive 
(i.e. property investment) uses. We suggest the report should include greater 
discussion of how private capital can be redirected to finance the transition to a low 
carbon economy, and in particular invested within NZ to capture more of the benefits 
for the country.  
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Chapter 10 – Land use 
 
Q10.1 - What are the advantages and disadvantages of the following options for a 
point of obligation for agricultural emissions within the NZ ETS?  
 

In terms of only ease of administering the Emissions Trading Scheme, having the 
point of obligation at the processor level would have a number of pros, such as 
minimising the number of participants and making the ability to create an auditable 
trail of data much easier to achieve. However, it would also reduce the ability or 
opportunity for farmer-led mitigations and good farming practice. In addition, it is 
unlikely to result in farming businesses who are able to adapt to operating in a low 
carbon emission environment being rewarded.  

Having a threshold based on farm size is possibly the best of both worlds as it would 
remove high levels of administration for small block farmers (lifestyle blocks) and 
allow mitigations on larger farms to be farmer-led.  A risk of this approach is that it 
may be more difficult to pass the cost of meeting agricultural emissions obligations 
on to the consumer rather than if the obligation sat with the processor. 

GWRC suggests that a farmer led point of obligation be considered by the 
Commission as it would be a real driver of behaviour change around farming practice 
which is the real outcome.  This approach however is likely to be more complex and 
require a longer period of time to implement. 

 

Chapter 11 - Transport  

The report states that transport is the second biggest, and one of the fastest growing 
emission sources in NZ. We believe we need to tackle these transport emissions on 
as many fronts as we can. The Wellington Regional Land Transport Plan (RLTP) 
2015 includes an outcome to reduce harmful emissions from transport and an 
associated 2025 targets for CO2 reduction. A wide range of interventions at a local, 
regional, national, and international level are expected to contribute to these 
targets.  This is a very important issue locally as transport emits 39% of Wellington 
Region's GHG emissions1. 

Q11.1 – How could New Zealand signal a commitment to a widespread transition 
away from fossil-fuel vehicles? For example, should New Zealand explicitly aim to 
phase out the importing of fossil-fuel vehicles by some specified future date?  

To the latter question, yes. 

Q11.2 – Should a price feebate scheme cover vehicles within the heavy vehicle 
fleet? What other policies are appropriate for incentivising the uptake of low-emission 
heavy vehicles? 

Yes. Other policies are not necessarily incentives. On the demand side, putting 
greater requirements on the public sector to focus on GHG emission in their 
                                                           
1 http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Climate-change/CommuntityGHGInventoryWlgtnCityRegion2016.pdf  

http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Climate-change/CommuntityGHGInventoryWlgtnCityRegion2016.pdf
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procurement would influence the uptake of heavy EVs, for example for their own 
fleets, or in public transport or waste services contracts. On the supply side, 
investment in NZ heavy EV manufacturers and improved processes for vehicle 
certification will help ensure appropriate product is available for use in New Zealand. 

F11.14: The report states that ‘Increasing the use of public transport, and cycling and 
walking provide relatively small emissions reductions benefits’. While this may be the 
case in terms of overall trips and vehicle kilometres travelled (VKT), we still believe 
that policies and measures to encourage increases in these transport modes are a 
key part of the overall pathway to a low carbon economy. Additionally, we need to 
consider that changes in technology and a move to shared ownership models may 
see a change in the role and form of public transport, with a potential to impact on 
transport emissions. 

F11.15: The report findings suggest that the potential to reduce emissions from 
shifting modes of freight is limited. We believe more could be done here. While 
accepting that a large proportion of freight carried by road is not economically 
contestable currently, we suggest that further investigation into the economic barriers 
for rail freight, particularly funding distortions and biases, is needed to ensure an 
even playing field for rail freight.  

F11.17: GWRC agrees with the findings in that an efficient transition to a low-
emissions transport future requires an investment system that includes greater 
autonomy for councils and a more mode neutral approach. 

R11.3: Support. We also note that local government may need to play a role in the 
establishment and management of charging infrastructure in some cases, for 
example where it us strategically-important but not commercially-attractive, there is 
no other logical provider and/or there are other barriers to implementation.    

R11.5: This is well aligned with RLTP policy E2 (Reduced reliance on motor vehicles 
will be supported through implementation of appropriate tools, measures and 
policies) and the priority action area under Travel Demand Management (Investigate 
and advocate for the use of road pricing tools to influence travel demand).   

R11.6: Agree, but more importantly, ensure that the GPS priority around emissions 
reduction is accurately reflected in the NZTA Investment Assessment Framework 
and other elements of the transport funding framework that sit under the GPS.   

 

Chapter 12 – Electricity 

Q12.1 - Does decision making under the Resource Management Act 1991 unduly 
constrain investment in renewable electricity generation, particularly wind and hydro 
generation? In what ways could the National Policy Statement on Renewable 
Electricity Generation 2011 be strengthened to give clearer direction to regional, 
district and unitary councils to make provision for renewable electricity generation in 
their regional and district plans, regional policy statements and resource 
management decisions? 
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Given there are sixteen consented, unbuilt windfarm proposals in NZ at present2, it 
may not be the RMA that is constraining investment in renewable energy generation. 
However, the impact of the RMA on smaller and community based schemes may 
warrant further consideration as the cost and risk to those advancing these projects 
through the RMA process has halted the development of several proposals. 

While the 2011 NPS does give clear direction to planning authorities about the 
importance of renewable electricity, it could be more explicit about the balance 
between this and visual amenity considerations. Wind turbines by their nature cannot 
be hidden, and the supposed reduction in visual amenity is the predominant reason 
why consents for wind turbine proposals are declined. But appearance is purely a 
matter of personal taste and familiarity as clearly demonstrated by the fact 
communities with wind turbines as a significant part of their landscape are fiercely 
proud of them (Palmerston North, Wellington City/Brooklyn). A lot of resistance to 
wind farms can be explained by the general human tendency to resist change. The 
Council recommends that the Commission give further consideration to addressing 
visual amenity as a constraint to renewable electricity development in the NPS. 

R12.1 and R12.2 – Disagree. See the comments at the beginning of this submission. 
We also note the Government's commitment to achieve 100% renewable electricity 
supply by 2035, and suggest this is likely to require more than a reformed ETS to 
achieve. 

 

Chapter 13 – Heat and industrial processes 

F13.3 – While gas may result in lower emissions than coal, firms should not be 
encouraged to invest in heat plant that uses gas instead of investing in heat pumps 
or wood energy, no matter which part of the country they are located because of the 
drag the long life-spans of such equipment will create on the move towards a low-
carbon economy. Heat plant may have a useful life of 30 years, and it is only 32 
years until 2050. 
 
Q13.1 Would giving Fonterra discretion to refuse milk supply where this would lead 
to inefficient land use and/or a significant increase in the company’s GHG emissions 
provide any benefit? What, if any, conditions would need to be attached to the 
exercise of such discretion?  
 
Although in theory this would make sense, there is a risk that making this an 
industry-led approach would potentially not see it exercising that discretion. Fonterra 
has actively sought to increase production via extending farms on to land that is not 
suitable for dairying or intensifying production on land that cannot sustainably 
support it.  Conditions would need to be required to ensure this discretion is used. 
Once Fonterra has built up a track record of taking action, these conditions could be 
relaxed. 

 

                                                           
2 http://www.windenergy.org.nz/consented-wind-farms  

http://www.windenergy.org.nz/consented-wind-farms
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Chapter 14 – Waste 

Q14.1 – Should the New Zealand Emissions Trading Scheme be extended to cover 
wastewater treatment plants? 

Yes. This is consistent with the ‘polluter pays’ principle. Although some consideration 
should be given to administration costs relative to the scale of emissions, there is no 
reason to exclude waste water treatment plants from the Emissions Trading 
Scheme.  

R14.5 – We suggest that as the waste levy and the ETS serve two distinct purposes, 
there is no overlap. If the organic content and therefore GHG emissions of waste is 
reduced, there is facility within the ETS to reflect that in the emissions factor used 
and thereby the cost of the associated ETS obligation. 

 

Chapter 15 - The Built Environment  

F15.2: This takes a somewhat negative view of the contribution of land use 
intensification to emissions reduction. While land use changes may take longer, they 
have a critical and ongoing role to play. There are also legislative and structural 
changes that could be investigated to facilitate quicker implementation of urban 
intensification in major centres.  
 
The RLTP has a specific outcome to improve land use and transport integration. 
Particularly relevant is RLTP Policy I6. ‘Land use development will be well integrated 
with transport infrastructure, including denser development located around public 
transport nodes and along key public transport corridors to minimise dependence on 
private vehicles’. We believe that supporting land use intensification around activity 
centres and along core public transport corridors should be a key element in 
reducing transport generated emissions. Uptake of EV’s is one important contributor 
to emissions reduction, but land use that enables more trips to be made by walking 
or cycling, and reduces trips and VKT are another important element.  

 

Conclusion 

Thank you once again for the opportunity to submit our views on the draft report. 
Greater Wellington Regional Council is supportive of the report and most of its 
recommendations, with the main exception being the recommendations 11.1 and 
11.2. We believe supporting policies in addition to a reformed Emissions Trading 
Scheme are needed to increase the proportion of renewable electricity generation in 
the country. This is especially important as a target of 100% renewable electricity by 
2035 is being considered by the government, and given the strategic importance of 
renewable electricity to achieving decarbonisation of the economy.  

GWRC also recommends the Commission consider the gaps we have identified in 
the report, including the potential of the RMA to help regulate emissions by removing 
the 2004 RMA amendment that prohibited this, public sector procurement and 
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leadership in emissions management and recognising the importance of spatial 
planning to avoid emissions-intensive patterns of development.  

 

 

 

Chris Laidlaw 
Chair 
Greater Wellington Regional Council 
 


