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background to IPENZ
The Institution of Professional Engineers New Zealand (IPENZ) is the lead national professional body representing the engineering profession in New Zealand. It has approximately 12,000 Members, including a cross-section from engineering students, to practising engineers, to senior Members in positions of responsibility in business. IPENZ is non-aligned and seeks to contribute to the community in matters of national interest giving a learned view on important issues, independent of any commercial interest.

Submission
In this submission IPENZ provides general comments which are followed by comments in response to the questions listed in Measuring up: Environmental Reporting – a Discussion Document (the discussion document).
General Comments

Need to limit scope of State of the Environment Reporting
IPENZ thinks the scope of the state of the environment reporting will need defining and tightening. Under the Environment Act 1986 the “environment” is defined broadly and includes 

“a) ecosystems and their constituent parts including people and communities; and 

b) all natural and physical resources; and
c) those physical qualities and characteristics of an area that contribute to people's appreciation of its pleasantness, aesthetic coherence, and cultural and recreational  attributes; and 

d) the social, economic, aesthetic, and cultural conditions which affect the matters stated in paragraphs (a) to (c) or which are affected by those matters”.

We believe tightening and defining “state of the environment reporting” will be needed to ensure the reporting has reasonable boundaries and does not become an overwhelming task. We consider state of the environment reporting should focus on the physical environment, which appears to be the proposal’s intended focus given the contents of the discussion document.
Comments in Relation to the Questions Posed in the Discussion Document 

1. Do you agree with the issues identified? Have the main issues been defined accurately?
IPENZ (we) agree with the issues identified. We consider regular, independent state of the environment reporting important. State of the environment reporting is an essential information source for central government and local government and acts as both an evidence base for proposed policy programmes and as a means of evaluating existing policy programmes’ performance. State of the environment reporting is also a key source of information for the public as the reports show areas in which New Zealand is performing well and areas where improvements are needed. This information could potentially help prove New Zealand’s clean green image, which is critical if the country is to pursue green growth. It will also provide a well-founded basis for international reviews, such as those undertaken by the OECD.
2. Are there any other issues that have not been considered?

IPENZ does not consider there to be any other issues.
3. What is the scale of the problem? Which is the bigger issue: the lack of statutory obligation requiring regular independent state of the environment reporting or inconsistent state of the environment reporting?
IPENZ considers inconsistent monitoring for state of the environment reporting to be the more significant issue. We note the Ministry for the Environment produced state of the environment reports in 1997 and 2007. Thus, despite no statutory obligation the Ministry still produced these reports, even though they were ten years apart. Also, although these reports were not always perceived as being politically independent, they did provide insight into New Zealand’s environmental performance. 

IPENZ believes the inconsistencies listed on page 10 of the discussion document (which include inconsistencies in the variables being monitored and the frequency of monitoring etc) are significant and the limiting factor for understanding the state of the environment. There is also a bias towards those variables required by statute, regulation or national guidelines. Examples include microbial quality of coastal and river waters (required by the Ministry for the Environment and the Ministry of Health recreational bathing and shellfish guidelines) and air quality (required by National Environmental Standards). We think resolving these inconsistencies to be fundamental. Resolving inconsistencies will enable benchmarking and opportunities to consider of why quality levels differ by region or by other parameters. This will enable discussion and debate about how activities, policies and practices affect different environmental domains. Once these issues are resolved, state of the environment reporting will be more straightforward. 
IPENZ notes there may be some cost implications in resolving these issues. However, we believe local authorities will benefit from being better able to compare their district, city or region with other districts, cities or regions. We also note that increasing consistency will align the monitoring with the Local Government Act 2002 (Part II, 261B (inserted November 2010) which will result in a set of standard performance measures for stormwater and flood protection.

4. Do you agree with the objectives (listed on page 15 of the discussion document)? Please give reasons.

IPENZ supports the objectives regarding role clarity, independent reporting and high quality environmental data underpinning reporting. We think role clarity will help ensure state of the environment reporting is undertaken regularly as a named agency will have explicit responsibility for the task. Independent reporting will help ensure the results are unbiased so the true state of New Zealand’s environment can be established. Finally, obviously, high quality data is fundamental as it is the basis upon which state of the environment reporting relies. IPENZ thus supports the objective of high quality data being available to meaningfully represent the state of different environmental domains. We also consider the use of transparent authentic measurement standards important for the purposes of showing how New Zealand’s environmental performance is progressing.
5. Do you agree with the assessment criteria (listed on page 15 of the discussion document)? Please give reasons.

IPENZ supports the assessment criteria presented. 
In relation to cost effectiveness, we consider recognizing the importance of maintaining monitoring sites to detect trends needs to increase. We believe better cost-benefit analysis is needed to ensure the tangible and intangible benefits of long-term monitoring are reflected. This will ensure decisions at local or regional levels to terminate (or start) monitoring are made with an awareness of New Zealand’s overall monitoring programme.
6. Do you agree with the preferred options (listed on page 20 of the discussion document)? Please give reasons.

Based on the information presented in the discussion document and the assessment criteria, it appears the most appropriate option is to amend the Environment Act (to introduce statutory obligation for reporting) and amend regulation-making powers under the Resource Management Act (to enable consistent monitoring). 
In relation to amending the Environment Act, we consider one of the main risks from this option is the Office of the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment being able to retain or acquire suitably competent personnel to undertake robust and defensible state of the environment assessment and reporting every five years.
In relation to amending regulation-making powers, we note regional councils will be required to implement the regulations. Regional councils will thus be best placed to comment on the practicalities concerning the proposed regulations. IPENZ therefore recommends mandatory consultation with regional councils to ensure the regulations developed can be effectively and efficiently implemented.
7. Is there an alternative option that has not been considered?

IPENZ has no response to this question.
8. To what extent do the options address the identified problems?

From the information presented it appears the options would help resolve both the issues identified.
9. Are you aware of any other costs and benefits of the options?

IPENZ is not aware of any other costs and benefits. 
10. Do you have any comment about which option would deliver the highest level of net benefit?

IPENZ has no comment in relation to the net benefit of the options.
11. What are the pros and cons of the proposed Environment Act Amendment?

The pros and cons IPENZ has identified are set out below.
Pros:

· Role clarification with the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment having responsibility for the state of the environment reporting
· Improved independence of state of the environment reporting, particularly as a result of the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment interpreting and analysing data, preparing reports and making recommendations
· Better mandatory data provision by regional councils and others.

· Regular, consistent reporting on the state of the environment.

Cons:

· Increased costs of running the office of the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, given its increased role, including increased resourcing competent staff to ensure reporting is robust and defensible
· Potential need for the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment to establish new relationships with other agencies (e.g. regional councils and the Ministry of Fisheries (now in the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry) to be able to obtain the data it needs for state of the environment reporting.

We are unclear as to whether data from regional councils will be provided (a) direct to the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment or (b) to the Ministry for the Environment, with the Ministry then passing it on to the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment. Our interpretation is that the proposed option is option (b). We consider this to be preferable and recommend all collected information be publicly available so New Zealanders can be informed about the state of their national, regional and local environment.

If the intended process is for regional councils to provide information directly to the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment then we expect significant duplication will result. This is because regional councils will also have to provide data to the Ministry for the Environment to support the Ministry’s policy-making. 

12. Is five-yearly reporting an appropriate reporting timeframe? If not, what time period would you recommend?

IPENZ considers a five-yearly reporting schedule is not appropriate. Local authorities are required to complete a Long Term Plan every three years. It is during this process that local authorities plan their future investment. It is important that timing of this process aligns with the timing of state of the environment reporting. We therefore recommend reporting be undertaken every three years so the state of the environment findings can be used to inform the process of preparing Long Term Plans.

We would not support a longer time period as emerging issues can quickly escalate – the water quality in lakes is a recent example.
13. What do you think about the proposed environmental domains that the PCE should report on in the state of the environment report? What topic areas or requirements (if any) would you suggest?

IPENZ supports state of the environment reporting covering freshwater, land, oceans, air and biodiversity as proposed in the discussion document. We note the recently published Public perceptions of New Zealand's environment: 2010 found New Zealanders consider freshwater to be the most important environmental issue facing New Zealand. Rivers, lakes, fisheries and wetlands are perceived to be in the worst state of those aspects of the environment assessed. However, these same issues with freshwater bodies will begin to emerge further downstream in estuaries, harbours, beaches and coastal wetlands, where intensive urban development is also often concentrated. We thus recommend the transitional environmental domain of estuaries/coasts be included in state of the environment reports.
14. Outline any problems you perceive with the proposed RMA amendment?

IPENZ supports the proposed amendment to the Resource Management Act. We think the main potential problems associated with the amendment would be increased costs for local government due to changes in monitoring method, variables monitored or monitoring frequency.
15. Which environmental domains do you think should be prioritised for improvements in consistency?

IPENZ believes all those mandated environmental domains (i.e. freshwater, land, oceans, air and biodiversity plus estuaries/coasts) should be prioritised to enable consistency in monitoring as soon as possible.
16. Have we accurately reflected the high-level costs and benefits arising from the proposals for an Environmental Reporting Bill? Please give reasons.

IPENZ considers the potential high level costs and benefits have been identified. IPENZ looks forward to reviewing the full cost-benefit analysis once it is prepared.
17. Can you identify any other high-level costs and benefits?

IPENZ thinks that one cost not currently reflected is the potential for litigation that could follow from the new legislative provisions. 

18. Do you have any information you would like to see included in the final cost-benefit analysis which will be carried out after the submissions are received and analysed?

No, IPENZ has no information to inform the cost-benefit analysis. 
CONCLUSION

We appreciate the opportunity to make this submission and are able to provide further clarification if required. 
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