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Preamble  
As a marine scientist I have a keen awareness of the perilous risks associated with our 
civilization’s continuing dependence on fossil fuels and industrial agriculture, and the urgent 
need to transition to a ‘low carbon’ economy in providing an ecologically sustainable future for 
humanity and our biosphere.  
 
The urgency of this transition has been made abundantly clear to governments since the first 
IPCC report back in the early 1990s. Yet, some 25 years later, emissions of greenhouse gases in 
New Zealand (NZ) and globally, have, with a couple of exceptions, continued to rise. This is an 
epic and continuing failure of prudent governance at national and international levels.  
Indeed, the global situation is already dire, as clearly exemplified by relentlessly increasing air 
and sea temperatures, rapid melting of artic sea ice, the Greenland ice sheet and Antarctic 
glaciers, numerous recent extreme weather events, rapidly changing ocean chemistry, sea level 
rise, declining security of fresh water and food, and rapid loss of biodiversity. These collectively 
are placing increasing strain on the life-support capacity of this planet, at least on time scales 
relevant to humanity.  
 
Emission Trading Schemes  
Of the various approaches that have been used to try to incentive this transition, Emission 
Trading Schemes (ETS) within New Zealand and elsewhere have failed to deliver on their 
targets of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. In fact, the opposite has happened. This approach 
simply does not work and indeed has been counter-productive, as will be outlined here below.  
In the European Union, a detailed analysis of the decade-old scheme has found 
(http://corporateeurope.org/environment/2015/10/eu-emissions-trading-5-reasons-scrap-
ets):  

- The ETS has not substantially reduced emissions  

- The ETS is used to undermine other climate and emissions control policies  

- The ETS sets a ceiling on climate ambition  

- The ETS has not been cost-effective and has subsidised polluters at tax payers' expense  

- The ETS remains susceptible to fraud and gaming  
 
Most if not all of these important criticisms are valid to the New Zealand ETS as well. In 
retrospect it is clear that the design of the NZ ETS, with the omission of an emissions cap and 
floor price, was never going to incentivise transformation to a low carbon economy. It did 
provide a trading platform, and there are numerous examples of the largest polluters making 
considerable money from their pollution via arbitrage. This is wealth transfer from the public to 
large corporations, some of which are multinational and are paying little if any tax on their 
earnings.  
 
Of even more concern, here as elsewhere, the existence of the ETS has been used to justify 
having no other legislative instruments or other measures, such as product standards, to 
address climate change. Indeed, in NZ, most relevant legislation, including the Resource 
Management Act, Crown Minerals Act and Exclusive Economic Zone Act, barely pay lip-service 
to this critically important issue, or exclude its consideration explicitly. This would be laughable 
if it wasn’t so serious. Any justification that “the ETS is all we need” has now been thoroughly 
tested and debunked as fallacy.  
 



Put simply, the Scheme was both deliberately or inadvertently designed, and subsequently 
manipulated, to fail. It has been rorted by vested interests with powerful political connections at 
the expense of the public, and indeed future generations. At the same time, and continuing to 
this day, fossil-fuel intensive development and exploration have been actively encouraged, and 
indeed subsidised, by the NZ Government and taxpayers, along with inappropriate expansion of 
industrial agriculture, predominantly dairying.  
 
The emphasis on trading has created an even more damaging phenomenon – it has reinforced 
the view that speculation and trading will help solve climate change. They demonstrably 
haven’t, and won’t. The promotion of this mindset is the most damaging aspect of the entire ETS 
debacle, wasting this past key decade for emissions reductions by providing a false sense of 
security.  
 
In NZ, and indeed globally, the approach that is needed is one based on incentives and 
disincentives, not trading. For the latter, polluters must actually have to pay for their pollution, 
rather than being able to trade it away, while also rorting the system. For the former, incentives 
need to be provided to encourage investment in low carbon technology and processes.  
According to the government’s own assessment, in seven years the ETS has not reduced 
emissions, or influenced investment decisions. This failure has been at considerable public 
expense, in administering a bureaucracy for no apparent purpose other than to foster financial 
speculation. In this respect, trying to repair the ETS system will involve spending yet more 
public funds for no good purpose. These resources must be employed on measures that will 
actually reduce emissions. Hence, it is extremely concerning to me that the consultation 
document states that the ETS will be the “main policy tool” to achieve the Government’s target 
of a 30% reduction in emissions by 2030. In fact emissions are predicted to increase 
substantially during that time period, by somewhere between 40% and 65% up on 1990 levels.  
The document also states that the ETS has not influenced investment decisions, another key 
failing. A carbon price needs to influence both day to day management decisions, and longer 
term investment decisions. As many researchers have documented, the mid- to longer term 
investment decisions are the more important, as these can result in establishing infrastructure 
that will still be operational in 2050. To ensure these decisions are consistent with a low-carbon 
future requires a price on carbon.  
 
A Carbon fee - polluters pay  
One such approach that is worth considering has long been advocated by James Hansen, former 
Director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies and Adjunct Professor of Earth 
Sciences at Columbia University's Earth Institute:  
 
“…a gradually rising carbon fee should be collected from fossil fuel companies [and all other 
polluters], with the money distributed uniformly to legal residents. This would stimulate the 
economy, making it more efficient by putting an honest price on fuels [and other pollutants], 
incorporating their costs to society. … with 100% of the money distributed to the public, via equal 
monthly electronic deposits to the bank account or debit card of all legal adult residents. More 
than 60% of the public would get more in their monthly dividend than they pay in increased 
energy prices. Knowledge that the carbon price will rise would affect decisions made by consumers, 
businesses and innovators. Economic models show that in 10 years fossil fuel emissions in the U.S. 
[for example] would decline 30% …”  
 
NZ does not necessarily need to adopt the precise approach advocated by Prof. Hansen, 
although it is a useful general model of the way forward.  
 
Closing remarks  
In my considered view, the ETS must be scrapped and replaced with a simple price on carbon 
through a carbon fee. In closing, I want to highlight what I consider to be the undue influence of 



powerful vested interests in government policy and decision making and the development and 
amending of key legislation, including that governing the ETS, in New Zealand. One recent 
example involves the ‘secret meetings’ between senior executives of the fossil fuel industry and 
government ministers in 2012 and 2013, the detailed minutes of which remain unavailable to 
the public, despite concerted attempts to obtain them. As the NZ Herald reported in May 2013:  
“Documents released … under the Official Information Act show Mr Joyce had back-to-back 
meetings last September with Shell New Zealand chairman Rob Jager, business advisor Chris Kilby 
and chief executive of the Petroleum Exploration and Production Association David Robinson. … 
the papers showed Energy and Resources Minister Simon Bridges met with Shell again on February 
14…” (NZ Herald, 13 May 2013i).  
 
Because of the secrecy, it remains unclear exactly how much influence, undue or otherwise, 
Shell and other fossil fuel majors may have had, behind the scenes, in both developing and 
amending legislation. It is the secrecy surrounding these back-room dealings that is of most 
concern. In my opinion, such behaviour has no place in a modern democracy, and is a major 
detriment to good governance.  
 
Of course, it is not only the fossil fuel lobby that has such a privileged relationship with 
government decision-makers. ‘Big Ag’ is clearly in a similar position. This has been 
demonstrated recently by the foolhardy decisions fostering large-scale expansion of dairying 
into marginal habitats driven by massive irrigation schemes. This has and is continuing to cause 
huge and lasting damage to water quality and ecosystems. It also has, and will continue to, 
contribute to NZ’s huge per capita greenhouse gas pollution. Perhaps this is just ‘business as 
usual’. If so, it is neither appropriate nor smart. It seems our government has forgotten the 
father of modern economics, Adam Smith, who had this to say some 250 years ago in ‘The 
Wealth of Nations’ (1776ii):  
 
“The proposal of any new law or regulation of commerce which comes from this order [ie. 
industrialists], ought always to be listened to with great precaution, and ought never to be adopted 
till after having been long and carefully examined, not only with the most scrupulous, but with the 
most suspicious attention. It comes from an order of men, whose interest is never exactly the same 
with that of the public, who have generally an interest to deceive and even to oppress the public, 
and who accordingly have, upon many occasions, both deceived and oppressed it." (Chapter XI, 
Part III, Conclusion of the Chapter, p. 292).  
 
Our government has also forgotten, or ignored, another key aspect of good governance in all of 
the above – Inter-generational equity. Relying on a fatally-flawed instrument, the NZ ETS, to 
meet and control our future emissions obligations, when it demonstrably has not and will not, is 
a classic case in point. As Albert Einstein famously noted: “We cannot solve our problems with the 
same thinking we used when we created them.”  
 
I would appreciate the opportunity to speak to this submission at a formal hearing.  
 
Thank you for your consideration.  
 
Yours sincerely,  
Lyndon DeVantier 

 

 

i  http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=10887489  
ii Smith, Adam, 1776. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.   


