
















































































































CHAPTER 4 

Issues for sustainability policy 
and 

the role of government 

What roles must government play in implementing its policy of 
sustainability (as expressed in the Environment Act)? 
Government has both establishing and on-going roles in the 
management of natural resources. The illustrations give strong 
clues to where government should take an active role. 

We begin this chapter with a discussion of the role of government 
in a general sense and move on t o identify particular policy 
making and administrative roles appropriate to sustainable 
resource management. 

4.1 The general roles of government 

Government has responsibility for:-

1. formulating public policy; 

2. establishing and enforcing the institutional arrangements 
by which public policy is put into practice - this 
includes enacting legislation and establishing mechanisms 
for resolving conflicts of interest; and 

3. acting as the agent for communities of interest, both 
present and future; 

Following on from its statutory role in formulating 
sustainability policy, Government has an establishing and 
enforcing role in implementing this public policy - endorsing t he 
specific elements of a sustainability strategy, establishing a 
set of management institutions (including markets) that will 
achieve these policy goals and which embody the key attributes of 
sustainability, and setting up procedures £or resolving 
conflicts. 

It may also be necessary for government to continue to act as an 
agent on behalf of various communi ties of interest. Such an 
on-going role might involve establishing government agencies with 
specific resource management functions and respons ibilities ; it 
may also involve government in ownership or custody of resources. 
Both are examples of certain types of institutional arrangements. 

In looking at elements of an on-going government role, it is 
important to distinguish between a role of government and the 
mechanisms for achieving policy objectives (particular 
institutions and policy instruments). They are not the same, 
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although sometimes government may discharge the consequent 
responsibilities itself rather than give the task to the private 
sector. 

Strongly polarised positions on the relative merits of different 
institutions and arrangements for resource management 
government versus market - do not take us very far. Government 
versus market is alwa ys a false dichotomy. Both have strengths 
and weaknesses and each will therefore produce less than optimal 
managemen t solutions - "second best" solutions - in practice. 
There is no "a priori" argument for expecting that one option 
will produce the best "second best". Hence 1, there is no case for 
an automatic default to either private or public types· of 
institution. Rather, a burden of persuasion rests on both 
options. The existence of market failure is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for exploring an active government role. 
Similarly, the existence of past public service failure is not a 
sufficient basis on which to reject a possible active role for 
government in the future. 

Further, the case for particular types of institutions should be 
argued on a case by case basis. Ignoring the essential 
differences between different types of resource systems is no 
basis for consistency in resource management. 

4.2 Issues and potential government roles 

Because sustainability is not well suited to a prescriptive 
approach, we have analysed the potential roles for government in 
the following way. We consider the issues that have emerged from 
our illustrations and ask: 

1. What problems are encountered in trying to implement 
policies for sustainable resource management? 

2. What needs to be done to remedy the problem? 

3. Is there a role for government in the process of remedy? 

It is important to recognise that these issues are fundamentally 
part of the problem of resource management in general. They are 
not always unique to sustainability policy. 
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Issue: uncertainty 

Uncertainty is a frequent and widespread problem when 
implementing sustainability policy. Our understanding of the 
behaviour of complex biophysical systems is frequently very 
limited - fisheries, underground aquifers, and the atmosphere are 
good examples. The consequences of today's actions may not show 
up for years to come, yet when they become obvious they may have 
already led to very long term or even irreversible disruptions. 
An example is the unintentional "depletion" of a renewable 
biological resource such as a commercial fishery. 

Roles: research, monitoring, setting constraints 

\ To remedy the problem requires (i) a co~ttnuous r~searc~ effort 
· to learn more about the systems involved including the 

social/cultural/economic systems, and (ii ) the authority to set 
and adjust over time the critical rate limits - e.g. the "total 
allowable catch" limits for fisheries or their equivalents in 
other resource systems. An institutional arrangement like Total 
Allowable Catches for orange roughy only works if we know a lot 
about orange roughy. In such a case, sound economic theory based 
on insufficient scientific information can lead to unintentiona 
depletion. 

( 

In the case of resource systems such as fisheries, catchments, 
and the atmosphere, the mobility of the resources or the extent 
of the systems makes it impractical to give the responsibility 
for research and monitoring to individuals in the market. 
Government's role is to ensure that a sustained programme of 
research and resource monitoring is carried out. Government 
need not perform these tasks itself; it can contract them out or 
provide i ncentives for the private sector to ini tiate such work. 

There is also an on-going role for government in reforming 
institutional arrangements for resource management in the light 
of better information. 
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Issue: conflicting management objectives 

Policies to achieve sustainability focus most immediately on the 
condition of natural resource systems because their continued 
health is an essential basis for maintaining community viability 
and economic welfare. However, individual resource users are 
often faced with conflicting management objectives (e.g. 
immediate income generation versus costs of implementing 
sustainability measures which realise benefits far in the 
future). A major problem for sustainability policy is posed by 
deliberate non-compliance with particular institutional 
requirements - for example, ignoring catch quotas in commercial 
fisheries, or persisting with destructive land uses in vulnerable 
catchment zones. 

Roles: conflict resolution, monitoring for compliance, 
enforcement 

There are several parts to the remedy for this kind of problem: 
eliminat ing the cause of conflict, minimising the impacts of 
conflict, monitoring for non-compliance with institutional 
constraints, acting quickly to halt illegal exploitation. 

Constraints most significant for sustainable management practice 
are those which are necessarily external to market forces: 
sustainable-yield limits, or prohibitions or discharge-rate 
limits on pollution. It is a government responsibility to 
ensure that the rights to use resources are properly 
administered, and that constraints on resource use are enforced 
quickly and effectively. 
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Issue: disassociation of costs and benefits, externalities 

Many situations of conflicting objectives are brought about 
because the costs and benefits of a particular resource use are 
separated in time and space. Grazing on steep upper catchment 
areas brings in more immediate revenue for the land owner but 
imposes greater burdens of flood damage lower down the catchment 
in years to come. On the other hand, protection forestry for 
soil conservation purposes imposes immediate costs on the 
particular landowner (planting costs and revenue foregone) while 
conferring benefits on a large number of people and over a long 
period of time. There is also the difficulty that the private 
benefits or costs accruing to the hill-country landowner are much 
easier to assess than the public costs and benef its accruing to 
downstream catchment communities. 

Roles: internalising externalities, redistributing costs 
and benefits 

Where costs and benefits are particularly difficult to 
internalise to a single actor (or subset of actors), and where 
they are spread throughout a wide community of interest, a 
government role exists to provide a mechanism for redistributing 
costs and benefits associated with achieving a particular policy 
objective - soil conservation in the above example. 

Furthermore, the mechanism for such redistribution will need to 
operate over a long period and allow for variation over time, 
implying a monitoring function to assess the effectiveness of the 
redistribution mechanism. 
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Issue: Negative image for resource 
conservation as resource development 

conservation, 

Physical efficiency in the use of resources is frequently seen by 
commercial resource developers as counter-productive to 
profit-maximisation. This happens even when "resource 
development" that would improve the physical efficiency of 
resource use can be clearly shown to be economically preferable 
(Wright and Baines, 1988). The problem is most pronounced in 
cases where consumers are unable to influence supply options 
because natural monopolies exist, e.g. electricity and gas 
supply, although the extent of market failure is usually not 
limited to this one aspect. The principal problem for 
sustainable resource use is the absence of incentives to consider 
non-traditional commercial alternatives. 

Role: establishing priorities for resource development 

To provide the incentive for technological and institutional 
innovation, government can take the responsibility to provide 
clear and overriding policy guidance on resource development 
priorities (Bonneville Power Administration and U.S. Dept of 
Energy, 1980). These give criteria for preference in the 
development of stock and flow options and the promotion of 
increased efficiency of resource use. 
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Issues: boundaries, jurisdictional areas 

Another case where conflicting objectives can j eopardise the 
sustainability of resource systems occurs when jurisdictional 
boundaries separate key elements of the same resource system. An 
example is where kaitiaki have had jurisdiction to establish and 
enforce management institutions for a lake fishery (eel fishery 
in Wairewa) that cover the lake itself but not the outlet to the 
sea, although this zone is critically important to the spawning 
cycle. Lack of jurisdiction over fishing practices at the lake 
outlet have led to depletion of the fishery, despite the 
existence of appropriate management institutions for the lake 
itself. Another example is where the jurisdictional boundary for 
managing the water resource in a catchment bisects the major 
river. In such a case, unsustainable management practice on one 
side of the river would jeopardise the success, on the other 
side, of a management regime t hat was designed to be sustainable. 

Roles: set up appropriate system boundaries 

Within New Zealand, the boundaries of management jurisdiction 
must be specified so that key elements of a single resource 
system are not separated. This will be a problem with resource 
management by regional government and/or iwi authorities if their 
boundaries do not coincide with natural system boundaries. 

In an international context, national boundaries transect global 
systems (for example, oceans, atmosphere, capital movements, 
trade, etc. ). National governments lack jurisdiction over other 
sovereign states. Thus government has a role (as an agent of the 
national community of interest) to act in global matters which 
affect New Zealand's sustainability policies and programmes. 
This may involve taking unilateral initiati ves and attempting to 
apply moral suasion in the international arena (for example, New 
Zealand's anti-nuclea1r policy). Alternatively it may involve 
the government in promoting international conventions (for 
example, chlorofluorocarbons and Antarctic minerals) or seeking 
to influence policies of the United Nations or other global 
agencies (for example, endorsing the findings of the Brundtland 
Commission). 
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Issue: risks and advantages of unilateral decisions, 
competitive advantage 

Unilateral imposition of stricter constraints on commercial 
activities as a result of policies on sustainability creates the 
risk of imposing additional costs and, therefore. jeopardising 
the competitive advantage of New Zealand businesses. Possible 
examples are: more stringent controls to reduce water pollution 
from freezing works; fish quotas, controls on boat size, net size 
and fishing techniques; a total ban on the use of 
chlorofluorocarbons as propellants or refrigerants. The problem 
is accentuated if standards and constraints are very different 
from those experienced by competitors in international trade. On 
the other hand, competitive advantage need not necessarily be 
threatened if technological innova tion can respond to the new 
constraints. 

Sometimes unilateral policy initiatives can yield economic 
benefits. The perception in overseas markets of nuclear-free New 
Zealand as being a pollution-free source of food has been taken 
up by some exporters as a particular selling point. 

Role: monitoring impacts of government policy 

If there is cause for concern, the government can take action to 
modify the i mplementation of its own policy (or indeed modify the 
policy objectives) as a result of monitoring the impacts 
(reflecting its role as an agent of community interest - national 
interest in this case). Government can retaliate against 
discriminatory practices against our exports and their 
manufacture by legislating for similar standards for imports from 
the countries concerned. 
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Issues: failure in memory, lack of accountability 

Being serious about implementing sustainable resource use 
policies depends on adopting a long-term perspective beyond the 
usual short economic and political time horizons. 

The case of soil conservation and flood control is a good 
example. If left to individual memory and individual actions 
alone, perception of the relevance of certain policy objectives 
declines with the passage of time. Memories of t he acute effects 
of soil erosion and flooding that afflicted many parts of the 
country in the early decades of this century have grown dim. 
These symptoms of unsustainability were the result of 
ill-considered or ignorant management practices in the hill 
country decades earlier. They gave impet us to the major water 
and soil conservation policies which have been in place ever 
since. Latterly, however, the relevance of these policies has 
been questioned because the negative effects of earlier 
unsusta inable development have, to some extent, been ameliorated. 
These policies have also been questioned because the 
effectiveness of some of the existing policy instruments has not 
been regularly assessed against the poUcy targets that were 
established years ago. 

Thus, commitment to a policy on sustainable catchment management 
is jeopardised not only by a failure of memory but also by a 
failure of accountability in pursuing policy targets. For 
example, what incentives and disincentives have catchment boards 
had for ensuring that vulnerable hill country regions designated 
as suitable only for protection forestry were in fact so 
developed? 

Roles: building in collective memory and accountability 

Sustainable resource management practices should have an explicit 
basis in legislation, rather than be left to individual 
judgement. A necessary complement is to ensure regular review 
of progress towards achieving sustainabili.ty policy objectives. 
This reinforces the need for on-going monitoring and rigorous 
mechanisms for accountability. 
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Issue: alienation of cultural values 

A singl e management ideology, narrow set of values, or 
institutional arrangements which deny legitimate participation in 
the development of resource management policy will erode the 
broad and .diverse base of cultural values that currently exist in 
New Zealand, and which manifestly support the general policy of 
sustainable resource use. Cultural values exist across a .wide 
spectrum of interests and must have legitimate channels for 
expression, otherwise sectors of the community are effectively 
disenfranchised and the legitimate influence of some cultural 
values is lost. 

Roles: fostering cultural diversity, public participation, 
and investment in education 

Central government has already made significant moves to endorse 
the standing of the Treaty of Waitangi as an essential basis for 
bi-cultural approaches to resource management. Because of the 
constitutional significance of this Treaty, government has an 
on-going role to ensure that the principles of partnership are 
fostered in the community. Furthermore, as agent for any 
community of interest, government has the responsibility to 
ensure that processes f or public participation are developed that 
provide genuine opportunities to influence policy development. 
Education is an important process in maintaining cultural values. 
The government's on-going responsibility in education is a 
practical expression of its investment in the needs of future 
generations. 

- 57 -



4.3 Epilogue 

When a public decision-making body is confronted with having to 
trade off one objective against another, the issue of 
commensurability of perceived gains and losses is paramount. 
This is true whether the trade-off process involves local, 
regional or national constituencies. All too often the best 
that can be done is to array consequences, albeit apples and 
oranges, and hold decision makers responsible, politically, for 
guessing correctly (on average) on the many matters that confront 
them during a relatively short time frame. Sustainable resource 
use policy is fundamentally directed at the long term, and 
therefore is almost by def ini ti on in competition with resource 
use strategies based on short or intermediate term perspectives. 
What we have not examined in the sustainability case studies is 
the problem of the decision rules themselves , and the fallback 
positions. What priority should be given to long-term versus 
short-term policy objectives? How, and under what 
circumstances, can decision makers trade-off sustainable or 
non-sustainable resource use policies? 

The basic character of a sustainability objective is an all or 
nothing proposition: either one consciously provides for a use 
(or being) in perpetuity, or one elects not to. It is that 
simple. First, risk or uncertainty considerations only create 
margins for error; they do not change the basic nature of the 
choice. Second, we have learned from the illustrations that 
concrete problems are important in clarifying the meaning of 
sustainability for practical purposes. Complexity and 
constituency (community of intere.st) matters, in effect, 
determine the degree of precision with which sustainability 
matters are proffered and judged credible in light of competing 
social objectives (for example, to create jobs for minorities and 
the disadvantaged; to build a second Maui platform). Third, the 
consequences of options to soft-pedal the hard choices and to 
forego a sustainable future are not clear. 

Finally, as with most categorical imperatives there are certain 
grounds or conditions under which they are inoperative 
(overriden): "Thou shalt not kill" - unless in self-defence. 
Sustainability policies can become dictatorial where they 
conflict with other policy objectives unless there is a suitable 
fallback position for resolving this problem. One such position 
would recognise the principle of social opportunity cost. This 
principle means that the sustainability policy "thou shalt not 
endanger specie survival" will be enforced by society if and only 
if the perceived social costs are not too great a burden for 
society to bear. Without knowing what good the Black Robin is 
to future social welfare, preservation seems a good policy partly 
because its cost is minimal. Yet species of plants and animals 
continue to disappear. The immediate consequences of not 
"developing" rainforests, for example, are thought by some to be 
more unacceptable than the human-ecological and long-term ones. 
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The present costs (of "non-development") are high but the 
future costs are likely to be global and irreversible. 

Redistribution of the costs and benefits of human activity will 
always be difficult. Were New Zealand to adopt a sustainability 
strategy incorporating the policy elements described in this 
report, both courage and imagination will be required. 
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