
Welcome to the Central Otago Environmental Society (COES) 
Newsletter. This is a quaterly publication to keep our membership 
and supporters informed about our activities on behalf of the 
Central Otago environment. Contributions welcome. 

What We’ve Been Up To 
As usual, our members are involved in fighting for the preservation of our natural 
environment on a number of fronts. It sometimes gets daunting with the pressure of 
submissions on reports and legislation, especially given that we are a largely unfunded body. 
But we do what we can to give a voice to our waterways, biodiversity, forests and landscapes 
that are constantly under pressure from those who are concerned only for commercial profit. It 
has been an incredibly busy period for COES, and we are deeply grateful for all who bring to 
bear their passion and expert knowledge for the sake of the Central Otago environment. Our 
cause is not always popular, and we find ourselves denigrated by many. However, the stakes 
are high, and we find it irresponsible to remain silent. The following are a few of the issues 
we’ve been confronting. 

ORC Choices Document 

 

For a few years COES representatives have been part of a consulting group established by the 
Otago Regional Council, named the Manuherekia Reference Group (MRG). Over this time 
our people have consistently argued for the voice of the river (Te Mana o Te Wai) in planning 
toward the future. The Manuherekia Rohe and catchment area is the largest in the Otago 
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The single biggest threat 
to our planet is the 
destruction of habitat and 
along the way loss of 
precious wildlife. We need 
to reach a balance where 
people, habitat, and 
wildlife can co-exist – if 
we don’t everyone loses … 
one day. 
 
Steve Irwin 
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region, and arguably the most critical in terms of rehabilitation of waterways. Sustained over-
extraction and pollution have degraded the Manuherekia River to a sad state. 

The plan from the ORC moving forward is to offer local residents a number of alternatives in 
terms of responses that might be made to remediate the river and address some of the 
problems that have led to the river’s demise. A draft document (Manuherekia Choices 
Consultation Document) was circulated to the MRG and was the subject of a two-day meeting 
in Alexandra recently. This was circulated to COES members for comment. 

 

We found it to be disturbing in a number of ways, and prepared submissions on it to attempt to 
have the document changed before it is presented to the public for their comment. We pointed 
out that the proposal seemingly ignored recent directives from the Ministry for the 
Environment in their National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 2020 (NPSFM), 
which proclaimed an absolute priority for Te Mana o Te Wai in terms of planning for 
environmental concerns. The NPSFM states: 

“There is a hierarchy of obligations in Te Mana o te Wai that prioritises:  

a. first, the health and well-being of water bodies and freshwater ecosystems; 

b.  second, the health needs of people (such as drinking water) ; 

c. third, the ability of people and communities to provide for their social, 
economic, and cultural well-being, now and in the future.” 

It seemed to us that the Choices document changed that priority to reflect a maintenance of the 
status quo in relation to economic activity. In response we wrote to ORC outlining some of 
our objections to the way the conversation was progressing, saying: 

“The document that has been prepared for community consultation seems to us to steer 
discussion down certain routes that pre-empt genuine korero because of fundamental bias 
toward the status quo. Were it to be finalised in this form it would tend to prevent choice and 
decision-making because of its limitation of what genuine choices are available.” Our 
objections were reinforced by the submissions of Fish & Game. 

The result has been a pause in the release of the Choices document, with a letter from ORC 
stating: “Staff have now reassessed the timelines for release of the consultation document in 
order to include robust and realistic allocation limit scenarios.” This is welcome news, though 
the timeline is still short with the next opportunity to discuss the proposals scheduled for May. 

The water lost its clean 
gloss, and I stopped 
drinking from it. It 
became choked with weed 
earlier in the season than 
before, and the flow 
diminished. Cows broke 
down its banks upstream 
of where I fished it, and 
the dips and hollows that 
held trout gradually filled 
with silt. 

Dougal Rillstone 

‘Upstream on the 
Mataura’ 



3 

Clearly we need more input to make sure that the issues presented to the public are genuine 
choices, and have at their centre the wellbeing of the Manuherekia River. 

Crown Pastoral Land Review Bill 
This Bill was introduced to Parliament in 2020 and seeks to reform the Crown Pastoral Land 
Act 1998 and the Land Act 1948. Submissions to the Select Committee were due in February 
2021, and a sub-group of COES members led by Evelyn Skinner prepared these on our behalf. 
One of the more controversial elements of the legislation is to end the Tenure Review process 
which has seen a great deal of pastoral high-country land being sold to private parties. 

 

While COES is not happy with the historical transfer of national landscapes, we argued that 
the retention of Pastoral Leases would provide more control over the preservation of 
environmental values: 

“It is our considered opinion that ending tenure review would prompt a fast-tracking and 
commercialisation of the High Country, particularly with regard to public access and 
recreation, and would sound the death knell for any hoped-for widespread protection of our 
natural landscapes.” 

In simple terms, we would prefer the Crown had broad influence over what happens to such 
taonga than private parties that inevitably seek financial return on ‘resources’. This can only 
happen through guidelines enforced by a legislative body. 

“Retaining tenure review, and strengthening the process through amendments to lease 
conditions and administration, would hold lessees accountable to New Zealanders at large 
through the terms of their tenure. Tenure review still on the table would ensure that natural 
landscapes still remained under the protection of the people of New Zealand.” 

In making a seemingly controversial submission we are choosing the lesser of two evils, but 
maintain that the preservation of our unique environments would be safer in the hands of an 
environmentally-conscious legislative body than in the hands of private owners. We have 
argued, alongside this, that government must find a way out of the tenure review process as 
soon as practicable. 

Sunfruit Syndicate & CODC 
We became aware at rather a late point in the process of an application by Sunfruit Syndicate 
for subdivision and land use consents to undertake a two-lot subdivision, erect a packing shed 
which will breach the skyline when viewed from a public place, and establish workers 
accommodation for up to 40 persons in the Rural Resource Area and Significant Amenity 

The high country is a 
region of pre-eminently 
natural character of 
high intrinsic 
value.  This natural 
character is important to 
the cultural identity and 
wellbeing of New 
Zealanders.  It derives 
this character from its 
landscape, 
predominance of 
indigenous biota, natural 
processes, its traditional 
uses and the perceived 
lack of human impact.   
 
Department of 
Conservation 
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Landscape at 970 Cromwell – Clyde Road (State Highway 8) Clyde. This land is adjacent to 
the Clyde Dam, immediately to the right on the hill above Lake Dunstan. 

Given that the block in question is designated a Significant Amenity Landscape, we were 
surprised that such a development would even be entertained by CODC. Two of our very 
experienced members, Matt Sole and Phil Murray, made individual submissions opposing the 
plan. It seemed that each time they outlined their objections, the Sunfruit Syndicate’s 
consultant planners, Paterson Pitts, changed the details of the application to attempt to 
ameliorate the impact of the development. 

This is often the problem for unpaid and under-resourced environmental groups such as COES 
taking on commercial enterprises that have substantial resources. In the end the Hearing Panel 
of CODC decided: 

“For the reasons detailed above, the Panel has come to the view that any adverse effects on the 
environment related to the revised application will be no more than minor, and that granting 
consent will not be contrary to the provisions of the Operative District Plan or to any regional 
or national planning document or to the purpose and principles of the Act.” 

So the development, a cherry orchard with substantial buildings associated with it, is to 
proceed. COES is disappointed in the outcome, seeing it as the granting of a precedent that 
may make it open slather for other Significant Landscapes to be despoiled with commercial 
operations and dwellings. It seems to us the thin end of the wedge, and we are hugely 
saddened by the failure of the CODC to support the retention of natural values, seemingly 
preferring economic exploitation. 

 

Scars on the Hillside 
COES member Lynne Stewart was disturbed by what looked like vehicle tracks carved into 
the Cairnmuir hillside. The earthworks were all towards the north / Cromwell side of 
Hawksburn Rd, on what is designated as an Outstanding Natural Landscape. While it was 
possible the land was privately owned, she hoped that CODC would ensure that such 
important natural features would not be desecrated. 

She wrote to the Council about the matter, and discovered the roads were created by 
Transpower who are currently upgrading their high tension lines in the region. The CODC is 
promising to investigate and to ensure that remediation of the landscape happens at the 

To waste, to destroy our 
natural resources, to skin 
and exhaust the land 
instead of using it so as to 
increase its usefulness, 
will result in 
undermining in the days 
of our children the very 
prosperity which we 
ought by right to hand 
down to them amplified 
and developed. 

 

Theodore Roosevelt 
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conclusion of the work. We will watch with interest. In the meantime, it’s a reminder to keep 
an eye on developments that endanger natural landscape features. 

 

Transpower Tracks on Hillside 

ORC Plan Changes 
While we’ve been debating the Choices document with regard to the Manuherekia Rohe, 
consultation is ongoing through the Environmental Protection Authority and now the 
Environment Court. On 8 April 2020, in response to requests from the Otago Regional 
Council (ORC), the Minister for the Environment issued two directions under section 142(2) 
of the Resource Management Act (RMA) to refer the following plan changes to the 
Environment Court for decision: 

• Water Permits Plan Change – Water Plan Change 7 (WPPC) 
• Omnibus Plan Change – Water Plan Change 8 and Waste Plan Change 1 

 

As people alive today, we 
must consider future 
generations: a clean 
environment is a human 
right like any other. It is 
therefore part of our 
responsibility toward 
others to ensure that the 
world we pass on is as 
healthy, if not healthier, 
than we found it. 
 

Dalai Lama 
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This was in response to the public outcry over the ORC’s historic ineptitude in managing 
allocation and degradation of natural waterways. The effect of the Minister’s intervention is to 
conduct a public hearing to which concerned groups can make submissions and appearances. 

Naturally enough, COES is a party to these proceedings. The ORC has outlined its position in 
regard to the notified plans, and we have responded to them. Our submission covers a number 
of issues, but in general we’ve argued: 

“As a community group dedicated to the preservation of the natural environment, we have 
particular concerns regarding the degradation of the unique biosphere of Central Otago. Many 
of the drivers of this diminishment of the ecological balance have been due to the 
intensification of agricultural enterprises, together with excessive water takes from natural 
waterways. Such activities have been unrestricted by the necessary regulatory frameworks 
which are the responsibility of the Otago Regional Council (ORC). COES is frustrated that the 
issues responsible for environmental decay have been well known for the last three decades, 
and yet little monitoring or regulation has been implemented by the ORC.” 

Representatives from COES will make an appearance at hearings conducted by the 
Environment Court. We seek to continually remind regulatory bodies about the significance of 
Te Mana o te wai as outlined in the National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 
2020. Many groups are involved in the hearing process, a large number of them advocates of 
the status quo. This is a long ongoing process, often exhausting, and one which makes us 
unpopular amongst those have historic rights to extract water from the rivers. 

Climate Change Commission 

 

 

On 31 January 2021, the Climate Change Commission released its draft advice to the 
government for discussion and consultation. The Executive Summary had this to say: 

“To meet the Commission's proposed emissions budgets, Aotearoa does not need to rely on 
future technologies. As new technologies develop, this will allow the country to reduce 
emissions even faster. 

However, the Government must pick up the pace. Aotearoa will not meet its targets without 
strong and decisive action now to drive low emissions technologies and behaviour change 
across all sectors. 2050 is not far away – particularly if you consider the life span of 
infrastructure, vehicles, buildings – and people.  

Aotearoa must focus on decarbonising and reducing emissions at the source. As a country we 
can no longer rely on forests to meet our climate change targets.  

Current government policies do not put Aotearoa on track to meet our recommended 
emissions budgets and the 2050 targets.  

As a community group 
dedicated to the 
preservation of the natural 
environment, we have 
particular concerns 
regarding the degradation 
of the unique biosphere of 
Central Otago. 
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In 2018, gross greenhouse gas emissions in Aotearoa were about 45.5 Mt CO2-e of long-lived 
gases, and 1.34 Mt CH4 (biogenic methane). Our analysis shows if policy stayed as it is now, 
Aotearoa would fall short of achieving the 2050 net zero long-lived gas target by 6.3 Mt CO2-
e. Biogenic methane would reduce 12% below 2017 levels and fall short of the current target 
of 24-47%.” 

Interested parties were given until 28th March 2021 to submit their views, and after 
consideration of these, the Commission will offer its final report to the government by 31 May 
2021. The rather short time frame meant that COES did not make a group response, but 
several of our members submitted individually. We were guided by the statements of the 
greens and that of Wise Response . 

Summary 
Fighting on so many fronts often makes us feel exhausted and frustrated. We take heart in the 
knowledge that we’re representing the natural environment, and that history is on our side. At 
times we suspect that we’re undergoing ‘exhaustion by consultation’. Most other parties are 
represented by paid employees. We rely on the skills and expertise of our members, often 
drawing excessively on their generosity. We talk among ourselves about the weariness of 
continually having to read and respond to reports that require intervention from those who 
have Gaia at their heart. 

Sometimes it feels like a hopeless cause, with the relentless greed of humanity a tsunami that 
allows no resistance. But then we look at our wins in history, and celebrate the work of 
activists like Brian Turner who have stood firm over many years and managed to get some 
“runs on the board”, as he would say. We’re grateful for other groups who work in partnership 
with us, such as Fish & Game and Forest & Bird and the Greens. It’s harder to be committed 
to preservation of the environment in Otago than almost any other region in Aotearoa. We 
refuse to give up, whatever the cost. 

 

 
If you’d like to join us in our work, it’s very simple to become a member of COES. A small 
donation of $10 (or more if you wish) will include you as a participant in the Central Otago 
Environmental Society. Simply pay your $10 to one of our friendly members (or deposit it in 
our bank account 38-9006-0477812-00), provide us with your name and contact details – 
phone, address, and email – and you will become a member and be informed of our meetings 
and activities. Check us out on Facebook at Central Otago Environmental Society. 
 

 

Fighting on so many 
fronts often makes us feel 
exhausted and frustrated. 
We take heart in the 
knowledge that we’re 
representing the natural 
environment, and that 
history is on our side. At 
times we suspect that 
we’re undergoing 
‘exhaustion by 
consultation’. 
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George Monbiot on Capitalism 
For most of my adult life, I’ve railed against “corporate capitalism”, “consumer capitalism” 
and “crony capitalism”. It took me a long time to see that the problem is not the adjective, but 
the noun. 

While some people have rejected capitalism gladly and swiftly, I’ve done so slowly and 
reluctantly. Part of the reason was that I could see no clear alternative: unlike some anti-
capitalists, I have never been an enthusiast for state communism. I was also inhibited by its 
religious status. To say “capitalism is failing” in the 21st century is like saying “God is dead” 
in the 19th. It is secular blasphemy. It requires a degree of self-confidence I did not possess. 

But as I’ve grown older, I’ve come to recognise two things. First, that it is the system, rather 
than any variant of the system, which drives us inexorably towards disaster. Second, that you 
do not have to produce a definitive alternative to say that capitalism is failing. The statement 
stands in its own right. But it also demands another, and different, effort to develop a new 
system. 

Capitalism’s failures arise from two of its defining elements. The first is perpetual growth. 
Economic growth is the aggregate effect of the quest to accumulate capital and extract profit. 
Capitalism collapses without growth, yet perpetual growth on a finite planet leads inexorably 
to environmental calamity. 

Those who defend capitalism argue that, as consumption switches from goods to services, 
economic growth can be decoupled from the use of material resources. Last week, a paper in 
the journal New Political Economy by Jason Hickel and Giorgos Kallis examined this 
premise. They found that while some relative decoupling took place in the 20th century 
(material resource consumption grew, but not as quickly as economic growth), in the 21st 
there has been a re-coupling: rising resource consumption has so far matched or exceeded the 
rate of economic growth. The absolute decoupling needed to avert environmental catastrophe 
(a reduction in material resource use) has never been achieved, and appears impossible while 
economic growth continues. Green growth is an illusion. 

A system based on perpetual growth cannot function without peripheries and externalities. 
There must always be an extraction zone, from which materials are taken without full 
payment, and a disposal zone, where costs are dumped in the form of waste and pollution. As 
the scale of economic activity increases, until capitalism affects everything from the 
atmosphere to the deep ocean floor, the entire planet becomes a sacrifice zone: we all inhabit 
the periphery of the profit-making machine. 

This drives us towards cataclysm on such a scale that most people have no means of 
imagining it. The threatened collapse of our life support systems is bigger by far than war, 
famine, pestilence or economic crisis, though it is likely to incorporate all four. Societies can 
recover from these apocalyptic events, but not from the loss of soil, an abundant biosphere and 
a habitable climate. 

 

Capitalism’s failures arise 
from two of its defining 
elements. The first is 
perpetual growth. 
Economic growth is the 
aggregate effect of the 
quest to accumulate 
capital and extract profit. 
Capitalism collapses 
without growth, yet 
perpetual growth on a 
finite planet leads 
inexorably to 
environmental calamity. 
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The second defining element is the bizarre assumption that a person is entitled to as great a 
share of the world’s natural wealth as their money can buy. This seizure of common goods 
causes three further dislocations. First, the scramble for exclusive control of non-reproducible 
assets, which implies either violence or legislative truncations of other people’s rights. 
Second, the immiseration of other people by an economy based on looting across both space 
and time. Third, the translation of economic power into political power, as control over 
essential resources leads to control over the social relations that surround them. 

In the New York Times on Sunday, the Nobel economist Joseph Stiglitz sought to distinguish 
between good capitalism, that he called “wealth creation”, and bad capitalism, that he called 
“wealth grabbing” (extracting rent). I understand his distinction, but from the environmental 
point of view, wealth creation is wealth grabbing. Economic growth, intrinsically linked to the 
increasing use of material resources, means seizing natural wealth from both living systems 
and future generations. 

To point to such problems is to invite a barrage of accusations, many of which are based on 
this premise: capitalism has rescued hundreds of millions of people from poverty – now you 
want to impoverish them again. It is true that capitalism, and the economic growth it drives, 
has radically improved the prosperity of vast numbers of people, while simultaneously 
destroying the prosperity of many others: those whose land, labour and resources were seized 
to fuel growth elsewhere. Much of the wealth of the rich nations was – and is – built on 
slavery and colonial expropriation. 

Like coal, capitalism has brought many benefits. But, like coal, it now causes more harm than 
good. Just as we have found means of generating useful energy that are better and less 
damaging than coal, so we need to find means of generating human wellbeing that are better 
and less damaging than capitalism. 

There is no going back: the alternative to capitalism is neither feudalism nor state 
communism. Soviet communism had more in common with capitalism than the advocates of 
either system would care to admit. Both systems are (or were) obsessed with generating 
economic growth. Both are willing to inflict astonishing levels of harm in pursuit of this and 
other ends. Both promised a future in which we would need to work for only a few hours a 
week, but instead demand endless, brutal labour. Both are dehumanising. Both are absolutist, 
insisting that theirs and theirs alone is the one true God. 

So what does a better system look like? I don’t have a complete answer, and I don’t believe 
any one person does. But I think I see a rough framework emerging. Part of it is provided by 
the ecological civilisation proposed by Jeremy Lent, one of the greatest thinkers of our age. 
Other elements come from Kate Raworth’s doughnut economics and the environmental 
thinking of Naomi Klein, Amitav Ghosh, Angaangaq Angakkorsuaq, Raj Patel and Bill 
McKibben. Part of the answer lies in the notion of “private sufficiency, public luxury”. 
Another part arises from the creation of a new conception of justice, based on this simple 
principle: every generation, everywhere shall have an equal right to the enjoyment of natural 
wealth. 

I believe our task is to identify the best proposals from many different thinkers and shape them 
into a coherent alternative. Because no economic system is only an economic system, but 
intrudes into every aspect of our lives, we need many minds from various disciplines – 
economic, environmental, political, cultural, social and logistical – working collaboratively to 
create a better way of organising ourselves, that meets our needs without destroying our home. 

Our choice comes down to this. Do we stop life to allow capitalism to continue, or stop 
capitalism to allow life to continue? 
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We have forgotten how 
to be good guests, how to 
walk gently on the earth 
as other creatures do. 

 

Barbara Ward 


