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6 June 2018 
 
Submission to the Productivity Commission  
on policy pathways to a Low Emissions Economy 
 
 
This report is very welcome.  Thank you for the opportunity to make a few comments.  The 
Commission’s very informative work adds to that of the Royal Society, Globe-NZ and Vivid 
Economics, the Parliamentary Commission for the Environment and others to push New Zealand into 
more effective action on climate change.  For a number of years I have been reading science 
evidence on changes to air and sea temperatures, icecaps, sea levels and weather patterns, and 
likely consequences for food security and human settlement.  It is, quite franking, terrifying.  New 
Zealand’s high per capita emissions show we are definitely part of the problem, and the lack of 
government action has been deeply depressing.   
 
I strongly support the new target for New Zealand of net zero emissions by 2050, and a Climate 
Change Commission to keep future governments on track towards that target.  The Productivity 
Commission’s recommendations are a good step forward.  But will they be enough?   
 
The report mentions profound changes in New Zealand over similarly short periods in the past.  I 
assume this refers to getting us out of the 1930s depression, setting up the welfare state and the 
WW2 war effort/manpower policies.  These were achieved by very directive policies and strong 
regulation by government – which I do not see enough of in these recommendations.  We need 
strong action, not just ‘signals’.    
 
Over the past four decades we have experienced ‘the roll back of the state’ and ‘light-handed 
regulation’.  Governments and the public service have become reluctant to alienate the business 
sector or financial investors, though less concerned about alienating young voters, who face in 
insecure future and a melting planet.   
 
Our governments will need to be much braver in exercising their powers of economic planning and 
regulation if we are to contribute to meeting the world’s Paris goals and to achieve a new green 
economy for New Zealand. 
 
Emissions and Markets 
 
The central policy plank of this report, and of current government policy, is making our Emissions 
Trading Scheme (ETS) work.  So far it has been designed to fail and certainly it needs fixing, or 
replacing by a carbon tax.  I see little evidence that ETSs are working well anywhere else.  I have no 
great faith that trading on a carbon market will fix the problems that free markets, global trading 
and speculation in commodity and financial markets have helped create.  A carbon tax makes more 
sense to me, but would be just one of the tools needed.    
 
As the government is backing a revamped ETS, the price needs to be the high enough to ensure New 
Zealand reaches net zero GHG emissions by 2050.  That is, emissions prices should be planned to  
rise rapidly to $250 a tonne of CO2e by 2050.  (The report discusses effective carbon price levels 
and should state one in its recommendations, which it does not at present.)  
 
The report proposes the $250 per tonne figure if technological change is slow – and it will be.  The 
technology solutions are exciting but much hyped, according to the science media.  Bovine anti-burb 
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pills are still in the lab; carbon capture and storage is still a pie-in-the sky, risky technology.  ‘Signals’ 
about shifting from dairy or lamb to horticulture or market gardening will be read more slowly than 
profit-and-loss sheets.  So if carbon pricing is to affect real change across the whole economy fast 
enough, it needs to be used with the zap of a cattle prod.   
 
Under no circumstances should New Zealand’s ETS be linked to global trading – the outcome of 
that will be speculation and scams, as we have already experienced.  The point of policy is to reduce 
New Zealand’s emissions, not to allow our industry/agriculture to emit if they can afford to buy 
credits from less polluting countries, or to sell the benefits of our forests to environment-damaging 
corporations offshore.  If we are to have a ETS, let it be one involving only industry/agriculture/ 
utilities operating in New Zealand, where we have some chance of monitoring what is going on.   
 
There are several mentions in this section of the report of the need for monitoring and enforcement 
– I agree absolutely – but there is mention of how or by whom.  Policy recommendations should 
include capacity building for effective monitoring and serious enforcement. 
 
With either ETS or carbon tax, the costs will be passed on to customers, but we will have a better 
idea of true environmental costs and can make decisions accordingly.   The hypothecating of ETS 
revenue to support households and a fair transition to a low carbon economy sounds appealing 
politically, but a 100% effective emissions reduction scheme could theoretically result in zero 
revenue - or at least not near enough.   The government’s goals to reduce poverty and ensure a fair 
transition to a new economy will be better served by re-training programmes, higher wage and 
benefit policies, and tax reforms that address wealth accumulation and loopholes used by offshore 
and cyber corporations.  
 
Forestry 
 
Forestry seems to be the second most favoured policy plank.  A good choice, because it worked in 
the 1930s and New Zealanders all love trees, even pines.  As well as rural employment schemes, the 
government can encourage voluntary native planting projects.  In my area these are already very 
fashionable.   One billion trees is just 214 per capita, or 20-odd a year over the next decade - I’m 
already doing my share.  
 
But forestry owners may not be on the same page as government.  As the report notes, the last 
‘signal’ from government about forests and the ETS prompted investors to turn pinus radiata into 
dairy in case they would be restricted from making land use changes later on.  The swathe of rapid 
dairy conversions from Rotorua across the top of Lake Taupo, on marginal land soured by pine trees, 
must have required oceans of imported nitrogen and other fertilisers. 
 
Current overseas ownership of commercial forests raises concerns about motivation.  Since the 
privatisation of the Forestry Service, many forests large and small across the country have been 
falling into the ownership of overseas investors – international timber companies, but also pension 
funds and anonymous private equity funds, whose priority and decision-making criteria will always 
be ‘shareholder value’, not New Zealand government policy or local community concerns (see OIO 
decisions).  The work of maintenance and eventual harvest is done by small local forestry 
contractors with appalling safety rates. 
 
An example is the experience of an East Coast hapu, in whose rohe I lived until fairly recently. The 
previous generation formed a partnership with the Forestry Service.  The hapu provided labour and 
land, the Forestry Service provided trees, equipment and equipment, and together they planted a 
pinus radiata forest and would share the profits from the harvest.  Privatisation by government 
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meant the trees came to be owned first by a Japanese offshore company, then by a Chinese one.  
The partnership agreement had left the decision about when to harvest to the Forest Service, which 
means the Chinese company now decides.  The world price for pine logs has been low, so the trees 
are still in the ground after 30+ years, not the usual 25, and the hapu has not received its pay-out.  
This generation of hapu leadership doesn’t like pines; they want to use their money from the pine 
harvest to replant the land themselves in native trees, develop eco-tourism on their beautiful job-
less coastline, and put wind turbines on out-of-sight ridges for free power to all the hapu’s homes.  
But these local priorities and aspirations are being blocked in an overseas board room.  The growing 
extent of overseas ownership of our forestry blocks could similarly thwart New Zealand climate 
change policy, as government cannot direct offshore private decisions about when to harvest and 
whether to replant.       
 
Those concerns aside, the report’s recommendations could go further by picking up on timber as a 
carbon sink.  The government could find ways of supporting the use of timber to manufacture 
furniture (instead of importing it) and in lower-emission building of homes and commercial 
buildings.  New Zealanders know already better than most countries how to build in wood for 
houses.  There are remarkable Scandinavian and German advances in high-strength laminated 
timbers that could replace high carbon emitting concrete in commercial building structures.  More 
production forests, more furniture manufacturing, more houses, more timber in commercial 
buildings, more jobs, less concrete, less emissions – are all part of the potential of this policy strand. 
 
Changing agricultural land use 
 
With 48% of our emissions coming from agriculture, this is the policy area that I see as most 
important for reducing GHGs and for providing new economic opportunities – shifting New Zealand’s 
land use and economy to more sustainable, low emission forms of agriculture.  But it won’t happen 
by itself. 
 
Agriculture should long since have been included in the ETS.  It must now be included quickly – they 
have already had ten years’ warning that ruminant animals are a major source of carbon emissions 
likely to be included in regulation.  Yet the sector and its investors have chosen to convert more land 
to dairy farming, thus increasing emissions, water usage and river pollution compared to other forms 
of farming.    Over the same period, planners have allowed suburban expansion over our most 
productive market gardening land, close to city markets.  We have lost our best grain producing are, 
the Canterbury Plains, to dairying that will drain the aquifer.  Past governments have missed  ‘new 
economy’ opportunities by doing nothing to support small sections of the agricultural community to 
farm organically and supply a high value niche markets here and overseas.   
 
In incorporating agriculture into the ETS at last, the report seems reluctant to tackle agriculturally 
produced methane, saying it is relatively short-lived compared to CO2.  Yet methane and nitrous 
oxide are both rated to have massively more Global Warming Potential than CO2 over 100 years.1   
 
F.10.10 of the report seems to have lost the plot.  This proposal for free carbon credit allocations to 
‘support’ for farmers facing carbon costs – i.e. beginning to cover the true environmental cost - 
when their international competitors do not (yet) contradicts the overall emissions reduction policy 
and economic ‘signals’.   The cost of carbon is supposed to direct farmers to change their agricultural 
practices and/or land use in order not to incur costs.  That’s how the ERS is supposed to work to 
effect land use change.   
 

                                                           
1 https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/understanding-global-warming-potentials 
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We might remember that agribusiness changed land from forestry and beef/sheep land to polluting 
dairy in a very short space of time thanks to banks, not to protective policies and subsidies, which 
were dropped in the 1980s.  There may well be a case for land use transition support for those 
‘family farms’ that still exist, but it should be no support or subsidies in the form of carbon tax 
exemptions.  That would be policy shooting itself in the foot.  Taxpayers should not be expected to 
discount carbon or fund other transition support to large agribusinesses or to any agribusiness with 
25% or more overseas ownership (the OIO criteria), which have the capacity to borrow or obtain 
more investment through shares.    
 
However, all farms other than cropping and horticulture should participate in the ETS using 
OVERSEER, with government monitoring and enforcement.   All milk processors should be included 
and required to reduce emissions, without favouring or protecting Fonterra.  If it is good enough for 
a small country like NZ to reduce its carbon emissions to help meet the Paris Agreement target, it is 
good enough for small farms to help meet New Zealand’s target.  This needs to be a whole of society 
change.    
 
Legislation should allow Fonterra to decline milk from new dairy conversions from other land use.  If 
they have too much milk powder or wish to reduce it, I suggest they supply free milk and fridges to 
all schools to help build their future domestic consumer market.   
 
Riparian planting should be required of all stock farmers as a monitored and enforced environmental 
protection measure.  I wouldn’t worry measuring any bonus carbon absorption from the small native 
plants usually used, e.g. harakeke.  
 
There are other ways to support small family farms with transition (although after the 1980s many 
made the shift to horticulture as their own expense).  Kiwifruit and grapes, for example, need 
particular times of soil and terrain to do well without huge chemical inputs.  Government-funded soil 
tests and horticultural advice and training may be the best support.  The report does not seem to 
specifically consider that much beef and sheep country will be unsuitable for cropping or 
horticulture.  It may be best as forestry, involving loss of regular family income or costs towards 
planting blocs with some of the government’s billion trees.  Or, probably, sale or lease of farmed 
land to forestry companies.   Costs of and capacity for appropriate government support should be 
considered. 
 
Transport 
 
I absolutely support the electrification of cars, buses and rail, but we also need to increase public 
transport networks and rebuild railways for both freight and passengers.  Far too much tax revenue 
has already been spent on expensive, ugly expressways, some now allowing high speeds that 
contradict the government’s own safety messages.  Higher fuel taxes reflect real costs to the 
environment but we need to make using public transport the cheap and practical choice for regular 
journeys. 
 
I am keen to buy a Nissan Leaf next year, after a last South Island road trip.  Range and availability of 
charging stations is a concern.  EVs cost twice what I would normally pay for a car, so I’d welcome a 
rebate, but I’ll be doing it anyway.  I might put a photovoltaic panel on my garage roof.   
 
The bigger question for me is, what do I do with my current very reliable 2005 stationwagen?  Sell it 
to a surfer?  If half of all cars are to be electric by 2050, what happens to the million-odd old cars 
they replace?  Will they still be on the roads?  What do we do with so much scrap metal?  Will it be 
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in the landfill?  What is the emissions cost of disposal?  Is there a plan?  This is not addressed in the 
report. 
 
What doesn’t seem to be counted and addressed are carbon emissions from our freight offshore.  
Please consider the following issues in your final report: 
 
New Zealand is increasingly a trading nation; we prioritised trade over domestic production.  We 
laud and subsidise our exporters and we now assume that most goods we buy are manufactured in 
China or South East Asia, including New Zealand brands designed here.  In a country where you can’t 
beat back nature with a stick, much of the food in our supermarkets is grown somewhere else – and 
uses fossil fuels to get here.  We constantly ship stuff back and forth around the world.   
 
The emissions costs of freighting imports and exports around the globe is not required to be counted 
in national GHG accounts, so we don’t.  That has to change.  An international agreement has just 
been signed to encourage reducing shipping emissions, but the ‘flags of convenience’ countries that 
host high emitting ‘rust buckets’ are not signatories.  High emitting airlines offer (probably dodgy) 
carbon offsets to passengers as a marketing ploy, but what happens with freight?  There are also the 
high carbon costs of our ‘lifesaver’ industry, tourism.  And what about the freight on fossil fuels 
themselves?   The oil we suck out of the Taranaki Basin is immediately shipped away for refinement 
and sale on global markets, then shipped back again for us to buy, with freight and emissions costs 
each way.   
 
If ‘signals’ are to steer New Zealand towards a low emission economy, then we need to count and 
consider the carbon emissions costs of our very high levels of participation in the global trading 
economy.  That information might have considerable impact on thinking about the kind of future 
economy we really want.  
 
Waste 
 
Waste is a bigger problem than its 5% emissions, and it’s a growing one.  We have the highest OECD 
waste emissions per capita because we are producing the most total waste.  Much of our ‘recycled’ 
plastic and e-waste goes off-shore, and China has just decided not to take it.  Waste Management, a 
Chinese public company 50% owned by the Chinese government, is probably New Zealand’s largest 
rubbish, recycling and landfill company.  If we have to keep all of it in New Zealand, the emissions 
rate can be expected to rise.   If we ship it off, we should at least be counting the full emissions cost 
of solid waste on our own tab. 
 
In regard to Recommendation 14.4, our ‘predominantly market based approach to waste’ is not 
working well in my area.  Under the Local Government Act, solid waste collection and disposal is a 
core service of council – ‘rats, rates and rubbish’ is the most conservative view of councils’ role.  
Kāpiti Coast District Council has some wonderful sounding waste reduction policies, but collection is 
contracted out and they don’t own recycling centres and landfills.  Initially, we bought rubbish bags 
from the supermarket, the cost of which would also cover collecting our recycling.  But it appears 
too many of us now compost, mulch, recycle low amounts of tins and glass, and take soft plastic 
wrappings back to PaknSave – and were not buying enough bags to keep four competing collection 
companies in profit.  Earlier this year they decided, independent of council, that each household 
should contract privately for a weekly service whether we wanted it or not.  The smallest sized bin, 
the kind a truck can lift without manpower, is $120 a year and is for both rubbish and non-glass 
recycling together.  So instead of minimising waste, we are now incentivised to fill up our weekly bin 
and get our money’s worth.  When this was raised at Longer Term Plan hearings, councillors thought 
KCDC ‘re-entering the market’ would just increases competition and trucks on the road.  KCDC’s 
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website suggests a cheaper alternative: ‘get together with friends and neighbours’ for a trip to the 
Otaihanga recycling centre.  We thought we had already got together with friends and neighbours 
and elected a council to provide a rubbish collection service.  There are already reports of roadside 
dumping.   
 
Waste water treatment is important to support for environmental and health reasons.  I think 
emission levels can be addressed through methods and regulations without including it in the ETS, 
and see how that works out.   
 
I already asked above what happens to the vehicle fleet we replace with electric cars.  Perhaps the 
Productivity Commission could undertake an informative study like this one on the whole problem 
of ‘new economy’ directions for dealing with all forms of solid waste. 
 
Laws and institutions 
 
I strongly support the government removing all subsidies for oil and gas production immediately.  I 
think we should keep it in the ground – or seabed.  We should stop fracking gas all over Taranaki and 
refuse consents for additional horizontal hydraulic oil shafts or platforms.   
 
I strongly support Recommendations 5.3 and 6.4.  I agree that the Venture Investment Fund should 
focus on low emission and other environmental protection technology.   
 
The Resource Management Act should allow low emissions power production to be prioritised, but 
not at the expense of democratic participation in decision making.  All our legislative Acts and 
regulations need to be checked over to ensure they fully support New Zealand’s transition to a low-
emissions economy, action to address climate change and the best possible protection of our 
environment from the effects of climate change.  At present there are specific barriers in some laws 
that prohibit decision-makers from taking climate change into consideration.  The two I know about 
are the Resource Management Act and the Exclusive Economic Zone and Continental Shelf 
(Environmental Effects) Act 2012.  These need to be changed.  We will need joined-up national and 
local government, joined-up legislation and all our efforts to safeguard our future. 
 
A fair transition  
 
I strongly support an equitable transition to the new low emission economy, but measures to 
support those affected should not undermine the ‘signals’ intended to change farming, business, or 
consumer behaviour.   To avoid price and job changes hitting hardest those who can afford it least, 
we need to:  

• Move away from a low wage, low benefit economy by bringing up the minimum wage to the 
living wage, and legislation to support collective bargaining for Fair Pay industry standards; 

• Remember some consumer behaviour may change fastest in those with least money;  
• Provide cheap efficient public transport that gets us to work, supermarkets and across town 

easily; 
• Rebuild national passenger and freight rail services between cities and regional towns, so it 

is less necessary to own a car for longer trips; 
• Give active government support to ‘new economy’ businesses that provide jobs where most 

needed;  
• Fund labour reallocation, retraining and apprenticeships (think railway workshops on 

steroids);  
• Set ambitious goals for the above and work with unions and business organisations to 

achieve them;  
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• Implement strong climate change policies and regulation based on reports and submissions 
like this one; 

• Get on with it all now, not later. 
 
 
Linda Hill 
 


