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

Membership 
We’re always keen to welcome new members to our group of activists and supporters. A small 
donation of $10 (or more if you wish) will include you as a participant in the Central Otago 
Environmental Society. As a special incentive for early 2021, we’re offering all new 
registrants of interest a free copy of our 2021 COES calendar, ‘Save the Manuhereikia’ 
(normally $20).  

 

 

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 receive the calendar and be informed of our meetings and activities. 

The Heart of the Matter 
Much of the work COES does is by necessity in regard to planning hearings and submissions 
to matters before the Environment Court. We do this because various parties who do things to 
exploit the environment of Central Otago advance plans that attract the attention of statutory 
bodies responsible for providing safeguards. 
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“Say that the leaves are 
harvested 
when they have rotted 
into the mould. 
Call that profit. 
Prophesy such returns. 
Put your faith in the 
two inches of humus 
that will build under 
the trees 
every thousand years.” 

Wendell Berry 

 

Wendell Berry 
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The majority of such work is unglamorous and highly technical. COES is blessed to have 
some very experienced and knowledgeable people in our ranks who can prepare submissions 
on our behalf and speak to them in formal settings. We work in cooperation with other groups 
who have similar concerns, such as Fish & Game and Forest & Bird. Even so, we often feel 
overwhelmed by the amount of work required by our unfunded body. 

What keeps us going is the belief that without standing up to speak for the environment, the 
constant push for progress and development will continue unopposed, to the detriment of the 
unique ecosystem of Central Otago which has already been terribly damaged. We have a 
mixture of wins and losses, but feel the need to press on giving a voice to our rivers, 
biodiversity, and areas of natural wilderness. 

But even though some of our work is technical and formal, what motivates COES members is 
the gift of nature that surrounds us. Our lives are shaped and enriched by our rivers, our 
mountains, our vast plains and skies. We are largely poets and dreamers who dare to believe 
that we owe a duty of care to the earth that sustains us. 

 

In such perilous times as these we are willing to speak out against destruction and exploitation 
of nature. Learning from , we believe that humanity is sustained and enriched by 
whenua and wairua. That which has been bequeathed to us is gift and heritage, and we have 
the responsibility of kaitiakitanga toward it. We may be a small voice in the face of 
commercial hunger, but it will not hold us back from standing against the tide. 

So in the midst of making formal submissions, of appearing before councils and statutory 
bodies, of being sued by vested interests – we always come back to our driving passion for the 
natural world. We get out into the tussock and tors, we walk the rivers, we plant trees. That is 
where our heart lies, and where we find our motivation and passion. As always, we welcome 
friends to join us. 

 

World Wetlands Day 
Those of you who have a COES calendar will be aware 
that Tuesday 2nd February is World Wetlands Day. In 
order to celebrate this, COES has arranged a field trip in 
order to visit a project and to look at and think about the 
value and function of wetlands in the ecosystem of river 
catchments. 

You’re welcome to join us. We’ll gather at Galloway 
Bridge at 10.00am. Bring walking boots, a jacket, drink, 

and some food for a picnic. We’ll have discussion, poetry reading, and be educated by Ray 
Wright and others. Please join us. Children welcome. 

 

“The environmental 
movement up till now has 
necessarily been reactive. 
We have been clear about 
what we don’t like. But we 
also need to say what we 
would like. We need to 
show where hope lies. 
Ecological restoration is a 
work of hope.” 
 
George Monbiot 
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Economy and Environment 
George Monbiot 

At the heart of capitalism is a vast and scarcely examined assumption: you are entitled to as 
great a share of the world’s resources as your money can buy. You can purchase as much land, 
as much atmospheric space, as many minerals, as much meat and fish as you can afford, 
regardless of who might be deprived. If you can pay for them, you can own entire mountain 
ranges and fertile plains. You can burn as much fuel as you like. Every pound or dollar 
secures a certain right over the world’s natural wealth. 

 

But why? What just principle equates the numbers in your bank account with a right to own 
the fabric of the Earth? Most people I ask are completely stumped by this question. The 
standard justification goes back to John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, published in 
1689. He claimed that you acquire a right to own natural wealth by mixing your labour with it: 
the fruit you pick, the minerals you dig and the land you till become your exclusive property, 
because you put the work in. 

This argument was developed by the jurist William Blackstone in the 18th century, whose 
books were immensely influential in England, America and elsewhere. He contended that a 
man’s right to “sole and despotic dominion” over land was established by the person who first 
occupied it, to produce food. This right could then be exchanged for money. This is the 
underlying rationale for the great pyramid scheme. And it makes no sense. 

For a start, it assumes a Year Zero. At this arbitrary point, a person could step on to a piece of 
land, mix their labour with it, and claim it as theirs. Locke used America as an example of the 
blank slate on which people could establish their rights. But the land (as Blackstone admitted) 
became a blank slate only through the extermination of those who lived there. 

Not only could the colonist erase all prior rights, he could also erase all future rights. By 
mixing your labour with the land once, you and your descendants acquire the right to it in 
perpetuity, until you decide to sell it. You thereby prevent all future claimants from gaining 
natural wealth by the same means. 

Worse still, according to Locke, “your” labour includes the labour of those who work for you. 
But why should the people who do the work not be the ones who acquire the rights? It’s 
comprehensible only when you realise that by “man”, Locke means not all humankind, but 
European men of property. Those who worked for them had no such rights. What this meant, 
in the late 17th century, was that large-scale land rights could be justified, under his system, 
only by the ownership of slaves. Inadvertently perhaps, Locke produced a charter for the 
human rights of slave holders. 

Even if objections to this could somehow be dismissed, what is it about labour that magically 
turns anything it touches into private property? Why not establish your right to natural wealth 
by peeing on it? The arguments defending our economic system are flimsy and preposterous. 

“But, at the moment, the 
entire global economy 
seems to be built on the 
model of digging things 
up from one hole in the 
ground on one side of the 
earth, transporting them 
around the world, using 
them for a few days, and 
sticking them in a hole in 
the ground on the other 
side of the world.” 
 

George Monbiot 
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Peel them away, and you see that the whole structure is founded on looting: looting from other 
people, looting from other nations, looting from other species, and looting from the future. 

 
 

Yet, on the grounds of these absurdities, the rich arrogate to themselves the right to buy the 
natural wealth on which others depend. Locke cautioned that his justification works only if 
“there is enough, and as good, left in common for others”. Today, whether you are talking 
about land, the atmosphere, living systems, rich mineral lodes or most other forms of natural 
wealth, it is clear there is not “enough, and as good” left in common. Everything we take for 
ourselves we take from someone else. 

You can tweak this system. You can seek to modify it. But you cannot make it just. 

So what should take its place? It seems to me that the founding principle of any just system is 
that those who are not yet alive will, when they are born, have the same rights as those who 
are alive today. At first sight, this doesn’t seem to change anything: the first article of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that “all human beings are born free and equal 
in dignity and rights”. But this statement is almost meaningless, because there is nothing in the 
declaration insisting that one generation cannot steal from the next. The missing article might 
look like this: “Every generation shall have an equal right to the enjoyment of natural wealth.” 

This principle is hard to dispute, but it seems to change everything. Immediately, it tells us 
that no renewable resource should be used beyond its rate of replenishment. No non-
renewable resource should be used that cannot be fully recycled and reused. This leads 
inexorably to towards two major shifts: a circular economy from which materials are never 
lost; and the end of fossil fuel combustion. 

But what of the Earth itself? In this densely populated world, all land ownership necessarily 
precludes ownership by others. Article 17 of the Universal Declaration is self-contradictory. It 
says, “Everyone has the right to own property.” But because it places no limit on the amount 
one person can possess, it ensures that everyone does not have this right. I would change it to 
this: “Everyone has the right to use property without infringing the rights of others to use 
property.” The implication is that everyone born today would acquire an equal right of use, or 
would need to be compensated for their exclusion. One way of implementing this is through 
major land taxes, paid into a sovereign wealth fund. It would alter and restrict the concept of 
ownership, and ensure that economies tended towards distribution, rather than concentration. 

These simple suggestions raise a thousand questions. I don’t have all the answers. But such 
issues should be the subject of lively conversations everywhere. Preventing environmental 
breakdown and systemic collapse means challenging our deepest and least-examined beliefs. 

 

“..the care of the earth is 
our most ancient and 
most worthy and, after 
all, our most pleasing 
responsibility. To cherish 
what remains of it, and 
to foster its renewal, is 
our only legitimate 
hope.” 

 

Wendell Berry 
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Snippets  

 

 
 

Climate Change 

Any Central Otago residents in doubt about Climate Change may be more convinced by 
weather events recently! Here in the upper Ida Valley, we’ve had snow in December, two 
inches of hail in January – followed by about a quarter of year’s rainfall in this month alone. 
There have been thunderstorms and lightning, but thankfully no local tornadoes so far. Hold 
on to your hats! 

Covid 

James Maskalyk, Associate Professor at Toronto’s Faculty of Medicine, writes in The Globe 
and Mail: 

“If humanity is to endure, the coming months must hold healing, not just of populations across 
the globe from the coronavirus, but of the Earth herself. As is true of many zoonoses (diseases 
that jumped from animals), this virus emerged from pressure humans put on a global 
ecosystem. 

A lack of healthy, natural habitat weakens the immune systems of animals and the resulting 
sicknesses pass rapidly through them. Birds, prairie dogs, pigs, bats. With each infection, a 
chance for a virus to mutate into one that can sicken humans, and sometimes, global 
livelihoods. As such, a vaccine alone, no matter how effective, will not tip the balance toward 
health because COVID-19 is not a disease; it is a symptom of an exhausted planet. The 
renewal of a healthy relationship to our one shared mother, planet Earth, is the cure.” 

War on Nature 

Antonio Gutierres, Secretary General of the United Nations, is reported in The Guardian as 
follows: 

“Humanity is waging war on nature. This is suicidal. Nature always strikes back – and it is 
already doing so with growing force and fury. Biodiversity is collapsing. One million species 
are at risk of extinction. Ecosystems are disappearing before our eyes … Human activities are 
at the root of our descent toward chaos. But that means human action can help to solve it. 

“Making peace with nature is the defining task of the 21st century. It must be the top, top 
priority for everyone, everywhere. This is an epic policy test. But ultimately this is a moral 
test … We cannot use [our] resources to lock in policies that burden [future generations] with 
a mountain of debt on a broken planet.” 

 

“If you're walking down 
the right path and you're 
willing to keep walking, 
eventually you'll make 
progress.” 

 

Barack Obama 
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Denial? 

Greta Thunberg, speaking at a UN event marking 5 years since the Paris Climate Accord, had 
this to say: 

“We are still 
speeding in the 
wrong direction. 
The five years 
following the 
Paris agreement 
have been the 
five hottest 
years ever 
recorded and, 
the world has 
emitted more 
than 200bn 
tonnes of CO2. 
 
“Distant hypothetical targets are being set, and big speeches are being given,” she said. “Yet, 
when it comes to the immediate action we need, we are still in a state of complete denial, as 
we waste our time, creating new loopholes with empty words and creative accounting. 
Leaders should be telling the truth: that we are facing an emergency and we are not doing 
nearly enough.” 

Farm Ownership 

The Guardian reports: 

One per cent of the world’s farms operate 70% of crop fields, ranches and orchards, according 
to a report that highlights the impact of land inequality on the climate and nature crises. 

Since the 1980s, researchers found control over the land has become far more concentrated 
both directly through ownership and indirectly through contract farming, which results in 
more destructive monocultures and fewer carefully tended smallholdings. 

The authors said the trend was driven by short-term financial instruments, which increasingly 
shape the global environment and human health. 

“In the past, these instruments were only of concern to the markets. They didn’t affect us 
individually. But now they touch every aspect of our lives because they are linked to the 
environmental crisis and the pandemic,” said Ward Anseeuw, senior technical specialist at the 
International Land Coalition, which led the research along with a group of partners including 
Oxfam and the World Inequality Lab. 

Our Rivers 

Stuff reports that more than 60% of New Zealand’s rivers are unswimmable and in poor 
condition, based on a report from LAWA. The report uses results provided by Councils over 
five summers. According to the statistics recorded, 65 per cent of monitored rivers have a poor 
long-term grade and just 2 per cent have an excellent grade. Our own Manuherekia River has 
very patchy results, and is often in poor condition due to nutrient runoffs and overallocation. 

Proposed Tarras Airport 

A very good article by investigative journalist Mike White in Stuff 
(https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/300190390/tarras-international-airport-the-madness-and-
genius-of-building-it-in-the-tiny-central-otago-town) covers the shock plan by Christchurch 
Airport to build an international airport on land covertly purchased in the small rural town of 
Tarras. 

“There’s just no national vision, no national leadership about where New Zealand needs to go 
with its tourism. Local communities want to control and manage their growth. They don’t 
want a corporate raider coming in and saying, ‘This is what you’re getting,’” says local 
resident Yvonne Martin. 

“Nature promotes 
mutualism. The flower 
nourishes the bee. The 
river waters quench the 
thirst of all living beings. 
And trees provide a 
welcoming home to so 
many birds and animals. 
There is a rhythm to this 
togetherness.” 
 
Ram Nath Kovind 
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Another local, Chris Goddard, is heading up Sustainable Tarras, which is passionately 
opposed to the proposal. “It will take the heart and soul out of the Tarras village and school 
and turn it into just another truckstop on the way to Wānaka or Queenstown. Christchurch 
Airport calls it the gateway to the south. I think they want to make Tarras the doormat of the 
south.” 

His partner Donna say ““If there was a strategic decision, made across New Zealand, that this 
is the right thing, then we’d say okay, and do whatever we had to. But what we’ve got is an 
organisation driving a change into this region that doesn’t belong here, and it’s driving this 
change for the purposes of making money. It’s just such a kick in the guts.” 

Climate Warning 

The planet is facing a “ghastly future of mass extinction, declining health and climate-
disruption upheavals” that threaten human survival because of ignorance and inaction, 
according to an international group of scientists, who warn people still haven’t grasped the 
urgency of the biodiversity and climate crises. 

 
 

The 17 experts, including Prof Paul Ehrlich from Stanford University, author of The 
Population Bomb, and scientists from Mexico, Australia and the US, say the planet is in a 
much worse state than most people – even scientists – understood. 

“Both climate change and 
extinction are results of 
our tyranny over the 
nonhuman world and our 
domination of, and 
exploitation of, whole 
categories of each other - 
and those, in turn, are 
clearly linked to 
agriculture, the cattle-
industrial complex, 
capitalism.” 
 
Lydia Millet 
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“The scale of the threats to the biosphere and all its lifeforms – including humanity – is in fact 
so great that it is difficult to grasp for even well-informed experts,” they write in a report in 
Frontiers in Conservation Science which references more than 150 studies detailing the 
world’s major environmental challenges. 

The Guardian 
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“The pace of global 
warming is accelerating 
and the scale of the impact 
is devastating. The time 
for action is limited - we 
are approaching a tipping 
point beyond which the 
opportunity to reverse the 
damage of CO2 emissions 
will disappear.” 
 
Eliot Spitzer 
 


