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MESSAGE FROM THE MINISTER

The Resource Management Act 1991 has made the
environment everyone’s business.  Through it, New Zealanders
have chosen a development path which, above all, is meant
to be environmentally sustainable. In taking this path we
can no longer leave it to central government or future
generations to correct our mistakes.  We must be ecologically
vigilant as individuals, households, businesses and communities.
For that reason, this report is important to us all, not only
in telling us where we have been and where we are now,
but in helping us to chart where we are going.

In making choices about the state of our environment we
need good information.  Without this, we cannot identify
our environmental impacts, set realistic targets, assess
progress, detect past errors, or objectively weigh economic
and environmental values.  This report brings together a
wide range of information to help in making some of those
choices.  Although the report’s information comes from a
variety of sources,  the picture that emerges is far from
comprehensive.  Some issues, some areas and some time
periods have been better monitored and studied than
others.  Some have not been monitored at all.

One message that does come through is that New
Zealand’s environmental information must be better
coordinated if we are to derive maximum value from it.
Although there are many information collectors out there,
including local authorities, government departments,
Crown Research Institutes, university scientists and special
interest groups, much of their information is not collected
regularly or in a standardised format.  This makes it
difficult to compare information from different parts of
the country or to aggregate it at the national level.

This inconsistency also means that we cannot be sure that
the picture that emerges from this monitoring truly tells
us about the state of our environment   While this
obviously hampers our ability to reach definite
conclusions,  it does not provide a rationale for inaction.
The importance of the environment to New Zealand’s
quality of life and economic welfare suggests that we need
to be much better informed about the cumulative effects
of our activities on our environmental assets.

As the Minister responsible not only for the Environment
but also Crown Research Institutes, I am pleased to say
that efforts are now well underway to address some of
these information shortcomings.  The Ministry for the
Environment is coordinating the development of a set of
core national environmental indicators, and the Ministry of
Research, Science and Technology is developing research
strategies to coordinate better, publicly funded research
and analysis.  This will mean that future reports will have
more robust quantitative information on which the
assessment of trends can be based.

Another message of the report is that  there are no grounds
for environmental complacency in New Zealand.  Our clean
and green image is under intense scrutiny both at home and
overseas.  We must be able to show that there is substance
to this image and that we are prepared to acknowledge and
redress the brown spots where they occur.  This can only be
done by comprehensive monitoring, fearless
acknowledgment of the results and genuine attempts to
resolve any problems uncovered by them.

While the report confirms New Zealand’s clean and green
image relative to our trading partners, it does force us to
acknowledge that there are real threats to our
environmental reputation: for example, the number of
threatened species appears to be increasing, introduced
pests are widespread, soil degradation has worsened in some
areas, water pollution is common in rural streams, solid
waste has increased in many urban areas, greenhouse gas
emissions are continuing to increase,  and energy wastage
through overuse of motor vehicles and inefficient heating in
the home and workplace are still the norm.  Most of these
problems are well-known and efforts to reverse or reduce
them are underway.  These problems have not occurred
overnight, and similarly we will not able to offer solutions
to them all immediately.  But we must continue in  our day
to day actions to head in the right direction—cumulatively
this will make the difference as to whether New Zealand
does achieve a level of environmental sustainability that we
can hand to our grandchildren with pride.

The path from here to environmental sustainability is a
long one, and we do not have time to linger.  The
Government has developed its Environment 2010 strategy
in the hope that it will take us a considerable way along
that path over the next dozen years.   The Government
through the Green Packages in the 1996 and 1997
Budgets has added impetus to its efforts as a contributor
to our movement along the path.  This is not some one
else’s problem however—it is the responsibility of all of us
to achieve sustainable management of our resources and
each of us must all play our part in that.

This report, and its successors, will play an important role
by periodically allowing us to assess the environmental and
information challenges that face us so that we may
confront and overcome them.

Simon Upton
MINISTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT

MINISTER OF BIOSECURITY

MINISTER OF CROWN RESEARCH INSTITUTES

ASSOCIATE MINISTER OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE
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PREFACE

New Zealand heads towards the 21st century at a time of
growing environmental awareness on Planet Earth. This is
not before time.  Large parts of the globe have been
radically changed by human activity.  Forests and wetlands
have shrunk in the face of expansion of farmland, cities
and deserts.  Our increasing demand for space, travel and
gadgets has wiped out ecosystems and exhausted
vulnerable soils.  The volume and dazzling variety of our
waste products has put increasing stress on the world’s air
and waterways.  Many of our kindred species have been
driven to extinction, while others cling precariously to an
ever-decreasing share of the Earth’s domain.  Even the
protective layers of greenhouse gas and ozone which
respectively keep our planet from freezing by night and
frizzling by day have been put at risk by the fumes we
generate from our cars, power plants and machinery.

As our numbers and consumption levels have grown, the
pressures we place on the environment have soared.  The
challenge for us as a nation, and as a species, is to develop
economic systems and lifestyles whose cumulative impact
is within the environment’s limits to sustain itself .  This
has been the broad conclusion of virtually everyone who
has thought about environmental issues over the past two
decades, from citizen groups to national governments to
international meetings.  Sustainable development is now
seen as the key to our future as a society, and as a species.

New Zealand has confidently embraced this challenge, both
through the Resource Management Act 1991, and in signing
the Rio Declaration at the UN Conference on Environment
and Development in 1992.  As a nation we are now
formally committed to environmental sustainability, and
under the Resource Management Act every community is
now responsible for helping to achieve this.

The environment cannot speak for itself however.  We can
only tell if we are making things better or worse by
looking at the world around us and regularly collecting
helpful information and studying it.  This requires careful
measurement and observation and, from time to time, an
overall analysis of the data to get a general picture of the
state of the environment.  This report is the first attempt
to do this for New Zealand.

The report does not present new data but brings together
a wide range of existing information, much of which has
already been published in other forms.  This has inevitably
limited the scope of the report, as our existing information
is still quite patchy.  Some aspects of the New Zealand
environment are not monitored at all.  Others are
monitored using different methods in different parts of the
country, making it impossible to combine the information
in a single big picture.  In some cases, information comes
from one-off examples or case studies because more
complete information does not exist or has not been
aggregated.

The report has two broad purposes—to inform New
Zealanders of the state of their environment, and to help
identify areas where our environmental information could
be improved.  I hope the report will be used widely and
help public discussion, educational programmes and
courses, and be a reference source for decision-makers.
Further reports will build on this experience and, to that
end, the Ministry for the Environment invites you, the
reader, to send us your comments and suggestions on how
future reports might be improved or enhanced.

Denise Church
CHIEF EXECUTIVE

MINISTRY FOR THE ENVIRONMENT
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