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ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY 

Ton Biihrs 

Environmental po licy is an elusive p henomenon. Although the co ncept has been 

in cur rency for more than th ree decad es, it co nti nues to defy precise definition . 

In the ory and in pract ice it has taken on a d iversity o f meanings and forms. 

Under its co ver go a multitude of issues, including the many manifestations 01 

pollution; th e decline of forests , fish- st ocks, and biodiversiry; clim ate clung" 

and the depl eti on of the ozone layer; condition s of ur ban squalo r; the unsus 
taina ble use of resources; the breakd own of comm unities and pressures towards 

ove r-dev elopme nt; and th e insidi ou sn ess of a wide range of all -pervasive risk-. 
(Beck 1992 ). Envi ro nment al pol icy ca n address some of these issues, and mall}' 
others besides. 

Alth ough the study of the environment informs us that 'everything j.; 

related to every thing', env iro nme nt a l poli cy has always been less th an all . 

encompassing. In the past, governments tended to sh ap e environment al policy 
re acti vely, in response to pa rticular pro blems and demands. Only recently ha ~ . 

th ere been a recognition of the need for a comprehensive env iro nme nt al policy 
on e that addresses causes and focuses more on prevention than on cure. Sine.' 

th e late 1980s, the call for the int egration of enviro nment a l, socia l and cco 

nomic poli cies has grown stro nge r, as reflected in the rise o f the discourse O il 

su sta inability. But as envi ro nmental policy effort s have gro wn mo re comple x 

an d become int erwoven with other policy ar eas, so th e need for so me Iorm III 
's tr a teg ic reduction ', the identification of key issues or factors, has becom e 

more apparent (Born & Sonzogn i 1995, pp . 167-81 ). Almost inevitably, lb ·· 

more am bitio us the level of envi ro nmental po licy dev elopment, the gr ea ter' 11 ... 
pressure to a na lyse link ages a nd to shift the debate towards unckrlyillg ca uses 

Within New Zeal and , progress was made dllfing rhc 19HOs and cnrlv 
1990$ in the development of a m ore co mp re he ns ive and inrcgrrucd a pproach III 

I. 

enviro nmental issu es. The reputation of a 'clean and green' count ry wa s influ­

enced by New Zealand's remoteness from the heavily industri ali sed world and 

largely pastoral economy. H owever, as the 1990s began to dr aw to a close, the 

'clean and green' image started to wear thin. In important respects, New 

Ze aland's en vironmental poli cy performance has been found wanting. As this 

chapter will argue, the promise. held by its environmental reforms has not been 

fulfilled. The preva iling ideology of 'e conomic liberalism' has caused New 

Zealand govern ments to continue to stimulate the very forces that produce and 

intensify en vironmental problems. The most important chall enge of the new 

millennium is how to extricate New Zealand from the global web of quasi­

anonymous forces wi th a view to restoring a degree of enviro nment al self­

determination. 

Banking on 'clean and green' 

Between 1984 and 1991, New Z ea land 's institutional framew ork to deal w ith 

enviro nment al issue s was radicall y overhauled . With the establishment of the 

Department of Con servation in 1987, the respon sibility fo r nature conser­

va tion, wh ich had pr eviously been scattered among a number of agencies, was 

put in the hands of a single gove rn ment department. This heralded a maj or step 

towards a more integrated approach to the pr otection and conservation of 

nature, a theme th at had long dominated New Z ealand's env iro nme nt al dis­

co urse. A little earl ier, the Ministry for the Environment wa s crea ted to provide 

for the coordination of environmental pol icy ad vice to the go vern ment. In addi­

tion, a pa rl iamenta ry commissioner fo r the env ironment was appointed to 

become an independent environmental 'wa tchdog' , overseeing the perf ormance 

of the 'environmental system' as a whole (Buhrs 1996, pp. 1-28). 

However, the move towards a more integrated approach to environmental 

issues did not end with these initiatives. In 1989, regiona l councils were estab­

lished wi th a view to becoming the linchpin in the implement ation o f the 

planned Resource Management Act (RMA). The 1991 Act, which resulted in 

the amalgamation of an array of fragmented environmental legislation, soon 

began to attract worldwide int erest and admira tion, in part because of its over­

arching commitment to the sustaina ble management of all natural resources. By 

esta blish ing a framework for enviro nme nt al deci sion-making, the Act ena bled 

the nat ion al government, regional councils, and local authorities to develop a 

coherent approach to environmental issues, while allowing for variations 

reflecting differences in local needs and conditions (Buhrs & Bartlett 1993, 

pp. 122- 34 ). 

Upon com pletion of thi s wave of envi ro nmenta l reform, the focus turned to 

rhc qu estion o f iuiplcmcnnu iou . Thi s proved to be a fo rm ida ble task. The 

Dcparuucru of COII ::crvlll i•.II\ , ((.11" exa m ple, srrugg lcd wirh th e pr ocess o f build­

ing :I COI"POI':!lc; i d '~ 1I 1 i1)' (111( 1 '; 11 11111\\ uud il: ; 11I :IlI :1g cm(:1I1 stru cture C IIJ\(' und er 



4.'4 PUBLIC POLICY 

close scr utiny in the wake of the Cave Creek disaster. ' Th e M inistry for the 

F.nvironment has focu sed foremos t on esta blishing th e funda me nta ls of an 

environmenta l polic y fram ework, incl uding th e gathering of baseline infer­

mat ion an d int roducing a system of mon itoring and reporting. It also produced 

the Enviro nment 2010 Strategy (M inistry for the Environment 1995 ), w hich 

uims to take a comprehensive and longer-term view of New Zea lan d's environ­

mental problems . T he Strategy, adopted by the govern ment in 1995, essentially 

Iorm ulates general principles and goa ls an d identi fies risks, bu t does not con­

la in an ana lysis of the econo mic and tec hnological dri ving forces th at ca use 

ninny enviro nmental problems (Buhrs & Bartlett 19 97). The Parlia men ta ry 

Co mm issioner for the Enviro nment has a lso encountered a number of prob­

II 'IIIS , inclu din g lim ited resources and a failure to focus on th ose struc tura l 

issues tha t are at the inter face between economic, soc ial an d env ironmenta l 
pol icy. 

Almost a decade aft er the introduction of the Resource Man agement Act, 

some local aut ho rities sti ll have to comp lete their first plans req uired by th e 

legislati on . Disagreement ove r the provis ions of the Act encompasses a range of 

issue», including how to ove rco me entrenched planning concep tions an d prac­

I ices; qu estion s regarding th e desirabl e level of public participati on; th e extent 

10 whi ch there should be co nsulta tion with Maori; and ongo ing w rang ling 

uho u: (he appropriate role of regio na l co unci ls, or wh eth er th ey sho uld even 

cxisr. More imp ortantly, there is littl e indication that th e Act has esta blished a 

wi ll or ca pacity to develop and implement a long-term view on env iro nmenta l 

n-qnircmcnts, to come to terms with th e cha llenge of add ressing the cumulative 
1I :1(lIfe of enviro nmental effects (including th ose from 'non-point sources' I.' and 

I n crea te a more ' level playing field' between development an d enviro nmenta l 

interests in de term ining what is susta inable. Perhaps even mor e funda menta lly, 

t he question arises as to wh eth er th e focu s on 'effects' requi red by the legisla­

tion ('a nyt hing goes ' unless there is substantial evidence th at th e negative envi­

ro nmenta l effects are significan t ) deflects attention away from th e struc tur al 

causes of enviro nmenta l probl ems. 

Whereas doubts can be ra ised abour the extent to which the Resource 

Mnnagcrncnt Act delivers so und environmenta l outcomes, concern abo ut the 

implica tio ns of th e Act for pri vate property rights and econo mic development 

has ga ined far greate r political atte ntion and weight . Farmers, upset abo ut the 

idc nrificnriou o f so me of their land by dist rict counci ls as requiring protec tion 

(or its eco log ica l values, have been up in a rms abo ut thi s perce ived infringement 

of rhcir private property rights . Development interests have expressed concern 

.•hour cosrs and del ays assoc iated with the processin g of co nsent app lications, 

lah elling these as barriers to investm ent . In response, in '1998, the govern ment 

illitiated a review nf the Resource Man agement Act in whi ch increasing the 
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cos t-effectiveness of th e legislati on and enha ncing responsiveness to th e Act 's 

'clients' (those applying for consents) were ass igned pri orit y. Th e review 

resulted in amendment prop osals to narr ow the meaning of th e term 'e nviro n­

ment' (wea kening if no t elimina ting th e socia l and eco no mic dim ension s of the 

concept), to 'p riva tise ' th e assess ment of env iro nmental effects, and to redu ce 

oppo rtunities for public invo lvement, among other things. The pro posals, 

which pr ovok ed much pub lic op pos ition an d were characterised by enviro n­

mentalists as 'a n alarming co llectio n of ideas from the far Right of po lit ics' 

(Salmo n 1998, pp. 4-6; Wallace 1998, pp. 1- 2 ) and directed at 'gutting' the 

Resou rce Management Act, were no t passed through Parli am ent befor e the 

1999 elect ions, and consequent ly were car ried over to th e following go vern ­

ment. 
T hese development s indicate th at institu tiona l 'reform does not necessari ly 

impl y improved pol icy perform an ce. Th e Environment 2010 Strategy, for 

exa mple, con tains few specific targets or deadl ines. The commitme nt to the 

introduction of a car bo n tax, if by early 1998 volunta ry industry measur es had 

not resulted in a decline of CO2 emissions, was dropped out of co ncern that it 

might place New Zealan d's ex po rte rs at a competi tive disad vantage. In succes ­

sive bud get rounds, a 'green package' of fina ncial resources was alloca ted to a 

ra nge of pr ior it ies, but these hardly make up for th e poor level of funding of 

enviro nme nta l agencies and tasks at all levels of government.' A mo re inte­

gra ted system for ma naging th e introduct ion of hazardous substa nces has only 

recentl y been esta blished, but it is not acco mpanied by a life-cycle approach to 

hazardous substances in genera l. In 1999, th e New Zealand government 

published a dr aft Biodiuers ity Strategy, seven yea rs after it mad e a commitme nt 

to do so. Further mo re, there is still no policy to addr ess the environm ental 

implicati on s of the commercialisa tion of th e energ y secto r, which began in th e 

1980s. In severa l ot her areas, such as agricultu re and was te management, 

polic ies ar e non -committal, effectively passing th e buck to the privat e secto r or 

local government. 
This is not to say th at there have not been pos itive steps in enviro nmen ta l 

polic y. During the 1990s, New Ze aland 's system of na tio na l parks has been fur ­

th er extend ed and th e num ber of marine reserves significantly increase d . 

Progress has been made on th e establishment of an enviro nmenta l monitoring 

and reporting system, an d an enviro nmenta l education st ra tegy has been pub­

lished. The point made here is that the ad vancement of enviro nmental policy in 

New Ze aland in the 1990s has been slowe r than it co uld have been, and much 

slow er th an necessar y. T he radi cal and pr omising reforms of th e lat e 1980s an d 

early 1990s have not been followed up by forcef ul act ion to put th em to work. 

Policy develop ment to exploi t and guid e the enabling features of the reforms 

has been minima l. Meanw hile, govern ments co nti nued to pr om ot e New 
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close scru tiny in the wake of the Cave Creek disaster,' The Ministry for th e 

Environ ment ha s focused foremost on esta blishing the fund am entals of an 

environment al pol icy fram ewor k, includ ing the ga thering of baseline infor ­

mati on and introducing a system of monito ring an d repo rt ing . It also produced 

th e Environment 2010 Strategy (M inistry for the Enviro nment 19 95 ), which 

ai ms to take a co mprehensive and longer-term view of N ew Zealand 's environ­

mental problems. The Strategy, adopted by the gove rn ment in 1995, essentially 

formulates gene ra l principl es and goals and identifies risks, but does not co n­

tain an analysis o f the economic and technological dr iving for ces th at ca use 

man y env iro nmenta l pr obl ems (Biihrs & Bartle tt 1997). T he Parliamentar y 

Commissioner fo r th e Env iro nment has a lso enco untere d a number of pr ob ­

lems, including limited resources and a failure to focus on th ose structural 

issues th at are at the inter face betw een economic , socia l and enviro nmenta l 

pol icy. 

Almos t a decade after the introductio n of the Resource M an agement Act , 

some local authorities still have to co mplete th eir first plans required by th e 

legislati on. Disagreement over the provisions of th e Act encompasses a ran ge of 

issues, including how to ove rco me entre nched plan n ing conceptions and pr ac­

tices; question s regarding the desirabl e level of public partici pa tio n; the extent 

to which there sho uld be co nsulta tion with M aori; and ongo ing wrangling 

abo ut the appropriate ro le o f region al co unci ls, or whether they should even 

ex ist. More imp ortantly, th ere is littl e ind icat ion th at the Act has esta blished a 

wi ll or capacity to develop and implement a lon g-term view on enviro nmental 

requirements, to come to terms with th e challenge of address ing the cumulative 

nature of environmental effects (including th ose from 'no n-po int sources' I," and 

to crea te a more 'le vel playing field ' betw een development and env iro nmenta l 

int erests in determining wh at is sus taina ble. Perh ap s even mor e fund am entally, 

th e qu estion a rises as to whether th e focus on 'effect s' requ ired by the legisla­

tion ('anything goes' unl ess th ere is subs ta ntial evide nce th at th e negative envi­

ro nmenta l effects are significa nt) deflects atte ntion away from the struc tur al 

causes of environmenta l pr obl ems. 

Whereas doubts ca n be raised abo ut th e extent to whi ch the Resource 

Man agement Act del ivers so und envi ro nmenta l o utco mes , co ncern about the 

implications of the Act for pr ivat e prop erty rights and eco nomic development 

has gained far greater political attent ion and weight. Farm ers, up set about the 

identification of some of their land by district co unci ls as requ iring protection 

fo r its eco log ica l values, have been up in arms a bo ut thi s perceived infringement 

of the ir private property rights. Development interests have expresse d co ncern 

abo ut cos ts and del ays asso cia ted with the pr ocessing of co nsent appli cations, 

lab elling the se as barriers to inves tment . In respon se, in 1998, th e go vern ment 

initiated a review of th e Resource M an agem ent Act in whi ch increasing the 
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cos t-effectiveness o f the legislation and enha ncing resp onsiveness to th e Act's 

'clients' (those ap plying for co nse nts) were assigned pr iority. T he rev iew 

resulted in amendment proposals to narrow the mean ing of th e term 'e nviron­

ment' (weakening if not elimi nating the socia l and eco no mic dimension s of th e 

co ncept), to ' privatise ' the assessment of enviro nmenta l effec ts, and to reduce 

oppo rt unit ies for public involvem ent, amo ng other things . The prop osals, 

which provok ed mu ch public oppos itio n and were cha rac ter ised by envi ro n­

ment al ists as 'a n a lar ming co llectio n of ideas fro m the far Right of po litics' 

(Salmo n 1998, pp. 4- 6; Wall ace 199 8, pp. 1-2) and direct ed at 'gutti ng' the 

Resource M an agement Act , were not passed throu gh Parliament befo re th e 

1999 elections, and cons equently we re ca rr ied ove r to the following gove rn­

ment. 

These developments indicate that institution al reform does not necessarily 

imply improved policy performan ce. The Environmen t 20 10 Strategy , fo r 

example, co ntai ns few specific target s or deadlines. The commitment to th e 

introducti on of a ca rbon ta x, if by early 1998 voluntary industr y measures had 

not resulted in a declin e of CO2 em issions, was dr op ped out of concern that it 

migh t place N ew Zealand 's expo rte rs at a co mpetitive disad vant age. In succes­

sive bud get rounds, a 'green package' of fina ncia l reso urces was alloca ted to a 

ran ge of priorities, but these hardly mak e up for the poor level of fundi ng of 

envi ronmenta l age ncies and tasks a t all levels of govc rnrnenr.! A more inte­

gra ted sys tem for managing the int ro d uction of hazardou s substa nces has on ly 

recently been esta blished, but it is not acco mpa nied by a life-cycle app roach to 

hazard ou s substa nces in general. In 1999, the N ew Zealand gove rn me nt 

published a dr aft Biodiversity Strategy, seven years af ter it ma de a co mmitment 

to do so. Furthermore, th ere is still no pol icy to add ress th e env ironmenta l 

impl icat ions of th e commercialisatio n of the energy sector, which began in the 

1980s. In severa l other areas, such as ag riculture and waste managemen t', 

policies are non -committal , effectively passing th e buck to the privat e sector o r 

local gove rn ment . 

T his is not to say that there ha ve not been positive steps in environ menta l 

pol icy. D uri ng the 1990s, New Ze aland 's system of nati on al park s has been [ur · 

ther ex tended and the number of marine reserves signif icantly increased . 

Progress has been mad e on the establishment of an enviro nmenta l monitoring 

and re po rti ng system, and an enviro nmenta l educa tio n stra tegy has been pub ­
lished. The poi nt made her e is that th e adva ncement of enviro nme nta l pol icy in 

New Zea land in the 1990 s has been slowe r th an it co uld have bee n, an d much 
slower than necessa ry. The ra dica l and prom ising reforms of the la te 1980s and 

ea rly 1990s have not been followed up by forceful action to put (hem LO wo rk. 

Pol icy develop ment to exploit and guide the ena bling feat ures of rhc reforms 

has been miuim al. M eanwhile, gOVl:I'lI IHenI S co urinucd ro PI'IlIl)()I'l: N ew 
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Zealand as a 'clean and green' investment haven. Rather than strengthening 
New Zealand's reputation of being 'bold and beautiful', they have simply 

exploited it. 

A day of reckoning: the OEeD assessment 

In 1995, New Zealand's environmental performance was assessed by the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), in the con­
text of the organisation's programme of reviewing all member states in this area 
every four to five years. A maj or theme running through its report, which was 

released in November 1996, concerned the absence both of reliable data on the 
New Zealand environment and of a coherent system of environmental monitor­
ing and reporting. In man y areas the reviewers found that performance was 
hard to assess because of a lack of information, including baseline information. 
Nevertheless, on the basis of the information gathered, the reviewers were able 

to pinpoint significant environmental problems and shortcomings in New 
Zealand 's performance. 

While acknowledging the relatively high proportion of protected areas III 

New Zealand compared to other OECD countries (close to 30 per cent com­

pared to an average of 9 per cent for the OECD as a whole), the report notes the 
ongoing decline in biodiversity, laments the absence (at that time) of a national 
biodiversity strategy, and questions the ability of the Department of 
Conservation to implement its responsibilities effectively, especially given the 
cuts to its budget and staffing (OECD 1996, pp. 41-57). On the question of 

fresh water resources, which are abundant in New Zealand compared to many 
other countries, the report revealed that 8.5 per cent of the population's drink­

ing water is potentially unsafe. It also found that, for another 35 per cent of the 
population, no guarantee could be given that the water met safety guidelines 
(OECD 1996, pp. 59-74) . The 'clean and green' image associated with New 
Zealand's agriculture was also judged to be incorrect-indeed, agriculture was 
found to be 'the major source of water pollution' . Recurring problems include 

those associated with animal waste, fertiliser application, and soil erosion, as 
well as emissions of methane (a greenhouse gas), and a heavy reliance on pesti­
cides, which was double the OECD average (OECD 1996, pp. 131--49 ). 

In other areas, New Zealand's weak environmental performance comes as 

less of a surprise. Most scathing is the finding on waste management practices 
and policies, including the management of hazardous waste. New Zealand's 
approach is described as piecemeal, lacking co-ordination, and in need of 
urgent strengthening (OECD 1996, pp . 75-85). As for the energy sector, the 
report identifies a number of problems, including the failure to reduce CO 2 

emissions, the absence of quantitative targets for increasing energy efficiency, 
the absence of tests for vehicle emissions, cuts in funding for publi c rransporr, 
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and the lack of support for the introduction of renewable energy sources. 
Altogether, the OECD report paints a picture of a poor environmental record, 

something it attributes to the energy sector reforms and a reliance on 'the 
market', even though this 'will not address these externalities, which are a 
classic example of a market failure justifying public intervention' (OECD 1996, 

p.129). 
Perhaps most disappointing for those who view New Zealand as a world 

leader in achieving a more comprehensive and integrated approach to environ­
mental issues, the reviewers appeared to be relatively unimpressed by the new 
institutional framework that was established . Rather than taking the reforms at 

face value, the report reserves judgment in the light of the apparent lack of 
demonstrable improvement in the quality of New Zealand's environment. 
Implicitly, the review suggests that any judgment on New Zealand's claim to 

environmental leadership is dependent on the extent to which the environmen­
tal reforms can be shown to have resulted in a 'cleaner and greener' country. 

Apart from taking the myth out of New Zealand's environmental image, the 
OECD's review had a catalytic effect on environmental policy development in a 
range of areas (Biihrs 1997). In particular, work on the establishment of a sys­

tem of environmental monitoring and reporting received an important boost in 
the form of a programme for the development of environmental indicators. The 
'state of the environment' report was published in 1997, approximately a 

decade aft er it was first mooted by the Ministry for the Environment. In many 
ways the report simply confirms the OECD's findings with regard to the 

existence of large gaps in information and, where information is available, of 
ongoing and significant environmental problems (Ministry for the Environment 

1997). Perhaps even more importantly, the report points to a serious weakness 
in the ministry's efforts or capacity to analyse and address the sources of 
environmental problems, as reflected in the paucity of 'pressure indicators' used 

in the report and the apparent low priority given to the development of such 
indicators (Montgomery et al. 1998, pp. 93-104). It is hard to see how environ ­
mental performance can or will be improved without a stronger effort in these 
areas, but it is not difficult to understand why in the prevailing political ­

economic reality such efforts are not assigned priority. This brings us to one of 
the biggest issues underlying New Zealand's (and many other countries') 

environmental policy performance, which is likely to become even more signi fie 
cant in the third millennium. 

The effects of globalisation on environmental policy
 

In the ea rly 1970s, economic and environmental inter ests (or 'imperatives')
 
wen: widely viewed as being incompatible. Economic grow rh and its associ­


a red technological developments were perceived to he the main causes of
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en vironmental pollution. As a result, env iro nme nta l advoca tes ca lled for 'zero 

econom ic gro w th ' and for pop ula tion control to st av e off th e loom ing crisis 
(Meadows et al. 1972 ; Goldsmith et a l. 1972). 

By th e lat e 1980s, th e discou rse of 'enviro nme nt versus economics' had been 

re placed by th at o f 's us ta ina ble dev elopment' , a co ncept that implies th at eco­

nom ic gro w th of a particular [orm is co mpa tible with enviro nme nta l interest s. 

The report by th e World Co mmissio n o n Env iro nme nt and Development 

(WCED 1987)4 pl ayed a key ro le in ca ta pulti ng th e co ncept into pro minen ce 

internati on ally. At a time of eco no mic stagna tion in mu ch of th e developed 

w orld , r ising con cern a bo ut glo ba l environme ntal degradation , and increasi ng 

asse rt iveness on th e pa rt of developing co un tries sta king th eir claims on eco­

nomic development, th e rep o rt brilliantly suff uses p ot ent iall y conflict ing views 

w ith a harmonising vision of co m pa tible an d co m mon interest s. Sufficiently 

ab stract , th e co ncep t o f sustaina biliry as defined by the commission- allo ws 

for a wid e ran ge of interpreta tions, serving simu lta neo usly th e interest s of 

en vironmental ists, governments and th e busin ess sector. Soon it became th e 

dominant discourse, displ acing th at o f 'e nvi ro nme nt vers us eco no mics' , and 

mar ginal isin g th ose w ho contin ued to ta lk a bo ut the ' lim its to growth' (Dryzek 
1997). 

H o wever, integrating en vironmental and eco no mic interes ts is eas ier to 

achi eve in words th a n in deed s. For a bo ut tw o decad es, th e OECD has pro­

mot ed and sea rche d for wa ys of harmon ising eco no mic and envi ro nme nta l 

poli cies, in pa rticula r via the use of eco nomic instru ments (OECD 1980a; 

O ECD 1980b). In its env iro nme ntal performa nce reviews, th e integr at ion of 

en vironment and economy has been a fixed item for asse ssme nt. N ot sur pris ­

ingly, however, tim e a nd aga in the OECD finds th at gov ern me nts st ill have a 

long way to go in this respec t, and th at norm all y eco no mic pol icies (in genera l 

a nd in th e mai n sectors, such as energy, transp ort, and ag ric ulture ) continue to 

be develo ped and implemented without much , if any, consid erati on given 

to env ironme ntal co nce rns. In that respect , N ew Zea land is no excep tio n 
(OECD 1996 , pp. 89-112). 

The process o f econo m ic g loba lisa tio n mak es th e int egr ation of env iro nment 

an d eco nomics even mo re problematic. The jugge rn aut of an unregulated globa l 

finan cial sys tem, supporte d politica lly by glo ba l financial an d econo m ic inter­

ests, using th e Internati onal M on etary Fund (IMF) and th e Wo rld Tra de 

O rga nisation (WTO) as th eir cha nnels, forces a ll governments to submit to th e 

sa me fina nc ia l-eco no m ic discipl ine and poli cies, and to the errat ic an d ar bitra ry 

effec ts of spec ula t ion, effec tively elim inat ing th e last vest iges of their co ntro l 

over th eir own dom est ic eco no mies (Barne t & Cava nagh 1996 ; Choss udovsky 

1998). Adv ocates o f 'f ree trade ' common ly la bel env iro nme nta l measures as 

pot ential barriers to tra de or a thr eat to th e co rnpctirivcness of the ' uat io nn I' 
econo my. 
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Globalisati on not only makes env iro nme ntal polic y development mo re pro b­

lematic, but also ope ns th e gates fo r a flow of new envi ro nm enta l problems . 

The liberali sation of t rade a nd transport, wi th a min imu m of controls, fac ili­

ta tes th e sprea d of o rganisms and substa nces potentially harmful to human s 

a nd th e env iro nme nt. T he lib erali sati on of investme n t a nd th e esta blishme nt of 

glo bal intellectua l p roperty rights over living m at er ial may open the door ro 
new developments th at are socia lly and env iro nme nta lly undesir a ble a nd fur" 
th er compro m ise th e a bi lity o f people an d th eir governments to p ro tec t their 

historical, cult ura l, and natural heritage- fo r inst an ce, aga ins t monopol y co n­

tr ol o ver genetic mat er ial fro m indigeno us plants (Purdue 1995; Wall ach 199 H; 

de Brie 1999 ). Alr ead y, th e sp rea d of gen eticall y modified plants and food, the 

subjec t o f mu ch deb at e because of envi ro nme nta l, health, social, et hica l, and 

political-economic imp lica tio ns, appears hard to sto p, as stro ng political ­

eco no mic and scie nt ific interest s have co m bine d to narrow th e cri ter ia fo r 

imp eding th eir int roduct ion. Even though Ne w Z ealand may seem less vu lner­

a ble to th e unpred ictable events of the 'risk society', give n its geogra phic pos­

it ion, techno-econ omic glo ba lisa tion en sur es that it won 't be missing out on any 

future unpleas ant 's ur p rises' . 

T he mai n response to th ese developments and th eir globa l env iro nmenta l 

co nseq ue nces has been to develop environme nta l po licy a t th e int ernati on al 

level. In the last five decad es, th e number of international ag reeme nts o n envir ­

o nme nta l issu es has increased sha rply (Brown et a l. 1995, pp. 90-1) . Relativel y 

recent examples of th ese are th e Conve ntion on Biological Diversity (w hic h 

entered into for ce in 1993 ), a nd the Framew ork Co nve nt ion on Climate Ch ange 

(in for ce since 1994 ), both sig ned at th e Eart h Summ it in Rio de Janeiro in 

1992. The effect iven ess of th ese ag reeme nts is doubtful , ho wever, not o nly 

because o f their inad equat e implementatio n, but becau se th ey fail to add ress rh.. 
underlying causes o f enviro nme nta l problems, which are political -economic 

a nd socio-cultura l rather than technical. Internati onall y, the integration o f 

enviro nme nt and econom ics is at least as problema tic as a t th e nati onal level, as 

refle cted in the rel at ive power of inst itu t io na lised 'free t rad e' inte res ts co m pared 

to env ironmental concems.f 

The Ea rt h Summit, w hich br ought to gether o fficial del egates from more than 
170 nations and th ousands of rep resentati ves of env iro nme nta l gro ups, reflects 

growing recognition of th e need for globa l co llective ac tio n on envi ro nme nta l 

problem s, and heralds the eme rge nce of globa l en vironmental politics (Por ter & 
Brown 1996 , pp. 1-30). Increasingly, battles o ver envi ro nm ent al issu es ar c 

foug ht a t the globa l level involvin g internati on al coa lit ions of enviro nme nta l 

non-government al organisa tions (EN GOs), such as Greenpeace, Fr iends of rh.. 
Earth, and th e World Wid e Fund for N ature; tran snati onal corpo rations 
(T NCs ); go vcm me nts a nd interna tio na l institutions, suc h as rhc United 
Nation s Euviro umcnt Progranuuc (lJNEP); the Wo rld Ban k; a nd till: Wo rld 
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Trade Organ isation (WTO) . ENGOs have become important actors at the 
intern ation al level, but face serious obstacles, including insufficient funding 

and cultura l differences (McCormick 1993 ; Chatterjee & Finger 1994; 
Enge & Malh enes 1993) . Altho ugh, in respons e to mounting inte rna tiona l 
env ironmenta l pressure, some intern ati onal orga nisatio ns and TN Cs claim to 

have 'greened' their act, these effo rts are often criticised by enviro nmenta lists 
as inad equ ate and ineffective at best , or as mere window dressing or 

'greenwashing' at worst (Athanasiou 1996; Rich 1994). Despi te the sharp 
incre ase in internatio na l environmental agre ements, the globa l institutiona l 
frame wor k (organisations, rules , and processes) for add ressing environment al 

problems still requ ires considerable strengthening (Ca ldwe ll 1995; Young 
1993) . 

Strengthening environmental policies and institutions at the intern at ional 

level is not the only possi ble approach, however. Extri cating comm uni ties from 
glob al economic forces by the 'relocalisation' of economies is an alternative, 

more empowering route to the integration of social, environmental and eco­
nom ic concerns . Mand er & Goldsmith (1996, p. 391) have argued tha t: 

To day's problems wi ll eventua lly be so lve d by recognizing that local prod uction for 

lo cal co ns um p tio n- using lo ca l resources , under th e guidance and control of local 

comm uniti es, and refl ecting local a nd reg ional c ultur es and t rad it io ns within the 

lim its of nature-is a far more succes sf u l d irecti on th a n th e c urren tly promoted, 

clearly uto p ia n , globa lly ce ntra lize d m odel. 

To a considera ble degree, global pol itical-economic powe r can be mad e 'irrel­
evant' by those who do not ' buy into it'. For insta nce, cons umers who buy 
locally pro duce d org anic produce rather than genetica lly modified foo d pro ­

moted by transnational food corporations effectively diminish the power of the 
latter. Similarl y, despite the phasing out of import con tro ls or tariffs under the 
free-trade agenda, consumers may continue to buy New Zealand-made goods, 

even if the price of these is slightly higher, to protect local pro duction and jobs. 
Producer an d consumer cooperatives hav e the potent ial to meet many of the 
day-to-d ay needs of ind ividual s and communities while retai ning local control 
over fina nce and investm ents (No rberg-Ho dge 1996; Mo rriso n 1995, pp. 

151-60). 
But it is unl ikely that, on their own, each of these two approaches- the 

strengthe ning of interna tio na l regimes and institutio ns, and enco uragi ng com­
munities to redu ce their depe ndence on the global market-is capa ble of effec­

tively addressing the sources of the envi ron mental problematique. For the 
foreseeabl e future, nation-states are likely to remain important mediato rs an d 
facilitat ors of change at both levels. Linking an d integra ting environme nta l an d 
economic development at local , nationa l and inrernational levels will remain 
the most imp()r ~a n t challenge for cnvirorunc ural policy for years 10 co n ic. 
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Notes 

In Apri l 1995, a viewing p la tform on the West Coast of the South Island collapsed, killing 
fo urtee n peop le. In the subseq uent inquiry, Doe s man agement system was fo un d to br al 

fa ult . The inq uiry and a furt her review of the department led to a range of st ructur al and 
man agement cha nges . For furt her details see 
<hrr p:!lwww.doc.gov t.riz!w ha ts!issueslcave.htm>. 

2	 ' Non-p oint sou rces ' are so urces of pollution th at are numero us, dispersed, a nd oftru 
mobi le, for example tr affic. 

3	 Env ironment a nd Conserv ation O rga nisa t ions of New Zealan d, FCO link, June 19'JH, 
p.3 . 

4 T his report is of ten referred to as the Brundrland repo rt, af ter the cha irperson of th e COl II 

mission , the then Norwegian Prime Minister, Gro H arl em Brundrla nd . 
5	 In the report, sus ta inable development is defined as the a biliry to ' meet th e needs of till' 

pr esent witho ut co m pro mising the ability of fut ure generations to meet their own need,' 
(WCED 1987, p. 8). 

6	 'Free tra de' interests have a powerful institutional advocate in th e World Trade 
Organisatio n (WTO) , which has been referr ed to as ' perhaps the stro ngest body for global 
governance' (Dryzek 1997, p. 41), whereas int ern at ion al institu tions adva ncing environ ­
me nta l concerns, such as the United N ation s Environment Programme and the 
Co mmission fo r Susta ina ble Development, are st ill very weak . Alrhougl; the WTO has 
recent ly sta rte d to ac kno wledge enviro nmenta l co ncerns, this does not diminish the fact 
tha t th e main goa l of th e organisation is to promote tra de (Mak uch 19% ). 
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Discussion Questions 

1	 Environmental pol icy is referred to as an 'elus ive phenomenon ' , mean ­
ing different things to different people . The same can be said about the 
notion of 'susta ina bility ' . Given the diversity of interpretations-across 
people, cultures and countries-does it make sense to continue to use 
these concepts? 

2	 Assessing environmental performance inevitably relies on criteria and 
value judgements. By what cr iteria should New Zealand's environmen­
tal performance be judged? Why? 

3	 Politico-economic and socio-cultural factors are referred to as the under­
lying ca uses of environmental problems. Discuss what kinds of things 
the author may have in mind. 

4	 'Techno-economic ' globalisation is depicted as further complicating 
environmental pol icy development, and as a catalyst for the emergence 
of new environmental problems. How can or should New Zealanders 
deal with this cha llenge? 


