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Preserving Species/Protecting Places 

Protecting our native plants and animals was the starting place for the Department of Conservation in 1987 under the Conservation Act - to halt the decline of our native species and ensure no more become extinct; and to do so primarily for their intrinsic value – because nature has value in itself. 

The Health of Ecosystems

The state of our species determines the health of the ecosystems they need to survive. You can’t separate the species from the places. 

Protecting a representative range of ecosystems - mountains, tussock drylands, forests, wetlands, dune lands, marine ecosystems and so on - preserves a picture of New Zealand as it once was.
This was the sandpit constructed for conservation to play in. If you see conservation in isolation from other environmental and natural resource management agencies, then that is where the story starts and ends. 

If the story ends there, then conservation is a cost to society.  Preserving species and protecting places in itself is a cost centre - a public good funded by taxpayers because it is the right thing to do, and because it provides some enjoyment and a bit of benefit. It created a generally much-loved boutique agency with a niche role, enjoying a reasonably high place in the pecking order of discretionary spending.

For some, that is the right place to be and where they think DOC should remain. But nature combines with our present needs to expand the story.

Services from nature essential to New Zealand’s prosperity

The health of our ecosystems determines the state of the services that nature delivers and we depend on. These ecosystem services carry out a variety of critical economic functions. They:
· Regulate – water quantity, flow and quality; regenerate soil and stabilise catchments to control erosion and reduce flood risk;  determine air quality; and help control the climate and pollination for regeneration

· Provide – food; fibre; energy; biochemicals and medicines

· Benefit – tourism earnings; and contribute to the physical, mental, spiritual and cultural health of people

· Support – the flow and recycling of nitrogen, carbon and other nutrients    

This is the whole system. Taken as a whole system, the costs provide a healthy return on investment. The natural capital they build is a critical aspect of economic life and a determinant of our prosperity. We need to see it as a whole system and operate it as a whole system, not a series of fragmented parts. And if DOC wants to remain the steward for one third of our land, then it needs to see itself within that whole system. It is not where we came from.

Issues focused

If I take you back in the story, conservation was formed out of a campaigning mode to save places (e.g. ‘Save Manapouri’, ‘Save West Coast Forests’) and stop things (e.g. ‘stop the mining’, ‘stop the logging’). 

This was reflected in the language of the 1987 Conservation Act – preserve and protect.

Integrated management

But a single issue focus didn’t work when conservation was bundled together into a formal agency. We soon realised that we needed to integrate the work with species and places to get multiple values from place-based management.

And so we created places and partnerships to achieve this. It began with offshore islands, then intensively managed onshore ecosystems. We created funds to bring private landowners and their conservation efforts into the mix. We engaged with communities and now have a massive volunteer effort to draw on. We worked with local government, which, particularly with the advent of regional councils and the Resource Management Act, were in the same space.

Influences

This took us to the early to mid 2000s when various influences challenged the notion of working within a restricted ecosystem paradigm.

An independent review of the NZ Biodiversity Strategy showed that we were going backwards. We were not halting the decline of species and the challenge was bigger than we ever imagined. 

Climate change brought challenges – it coincided with the first concentrated programme of new energy generation. The focus on renewable energy generation meant that DOC found itself processing concession applications that bought it right into the mix between big business and Government. 

It brought opportunity – DOC manages a massive proportion of New Zealand’s carbon store and is potentially a big player in sequesting more. The increasing focus of business on its carbon and biodiversity footprint means the potential is realisable.

And climate change brought consumer demands. There is now a new – and horribly clumsy –word in the lexicon - supermarketisation. It means the multi-national supermarkets are demanding ethical products on behalf of their consumers. Supermarkets are becoming the new regulators.

The recession brought home to DOC that loved though we may be, in the public mind we are seen as a cost, not an investment. Our baseline was reduced by $54 million over the next four years. The recession also brought a necessary discipline and sharper focus on what we are doing, and why.

And finally, the Treaty Settlement Process sits right across this presentation as a major, but as yet uncertain, influence and impact. Because of this uncertainty, I will only note it.
Working better with local government and business

These influences made us realise we had to work in a more collaborative way, particularly with local government and especially with business.

Tourism, energy…
The business sectors that we identified as most critical were tourism and energy. These sectors have a direct everyday engagement with ecosystem services.
And even though every individual relies on ecosystem services, the link for urban dwellers is remote and only comes to their direct attention when they face the likes of power cuts, water restrictions or flood damage.

Other central agencies

By working in this broader context, DOC moves from its traditional sandpit to play on the beach, and we become just one player in a wider natural resource sector. We are now engaged at a central government level by working collaboratively and formally within that wider sector. This way of working translates down through the regional and local structure and functions of DOC.

Two-way street

The other critical realisation is that this is not a one-way street. These business sectors have a growing interest in what we provide. Consumer demands are forcing them to pay attention to their environmental footprint. This is the supermarketisation at work. It is real, it is growing, and it is powerful. It recently forced Cadbury to abandon the use of palm oil in their chocolate. 

To an extent the consumer movement is a middle-class, high-end market response, but those tend to be New Zealand’s markets. And the demands will filter down into the cheaper, mass markets.   

This is an incentive for business to engage in our business.

66 percent of export earnings

It is important that we collaborate in this, because these sectors make up 66 percent of New Zealand’s export earnings.

DOC cannot, and should not, deny it is a critical part of the investment that supports those earnings.  We need to ensure the public, and the policy and decision-makers, understand that we are part of the solution; not a part of the problem. That means moving away from the boutique agency/niche role/public cost-context and operating within this broader public investment framework.  

The game change involved is to shift our thinking around.  

Game change
We need to see ourselves as an ingredient in New Zealand’s prosperity, and work backwards to our core work. It doesn’t mean we abandon our charismatic megafauna, become blasé about our magnificent places or abandon the good keen man.  It means we engage in those things realising their importance lies in the context of the whole system - that without healthy biodiversity, the system cannot function efficiently and effectively.  Our core work becomes more important, but in a different way. It is a change in mindset, and in the way we work.

If that thinking changes, then the questions become different.

Conservation Land

Public conservation land makes up one third of New Zealand – albeit it heavily concentrated in the west coast of the South Island, and much of it rock, ice, and fiords.

If we see ourselves only as working for species, places, and ecosystem representation, then the question you so often hear is why does DOC need to manage a third of the country? This is a relevant question. We don’t need that much to do those things.

If you forget that natural systems manage themselves for catchment values, then the statement you so often hear is DOC can’t manage the land it has. This is a relevant statement.

Conservation land and the economic zone

But if you understand that managing our ecosystems from the mountains to the sea and out into the oceans (which form 95 percent of New Zealand’s economic zone) is critical to New Zealand’s prosperity, then those questions are replaced with a new one: How are we doing across all of New Zealand, not just the third managed for conservation values? How healthy is the whole system, the whole country?

The brand – clean green and 100 percent logos

That’s how we present to the world. The clean green, 100 percent pure brand is premised on that.  It has become a serious issue in the face of consumer demands to validate it. Not just generally, but right down to the farm gate. That’s supermarketisation again. So if we can’t validate the brand, then we are better to stop using it.
Brand Images 

The 100 percent pure message, which is the tourism industry’s brand, recently topped the list for best destination branding in a global survey conducted by the United Nations World Tourism Organisation and the European Travel Commission.

Clean green and 100 percent pure are specific brands. I do not think we have nailed the NZ Inc brand yet. It is more generic. It is about the environment, but it is also about friendly people, a bicultural country, a multicultural society, a safe and secure place, a caring and tolerant society. It is about fresh food and quality wine, the sort of place everyone wants to live in.  At DOC, it is incorporated in to our vision statement: that New Zealand is the greatest living space on earth. 

New Zealand does not live up to its brand claims in every respect, but we do have a strong base to develop and market from.

But should we build our economy on brand, and do we want to?

The idea that New Zealand’s point of difference is brand - that New Zealand itself can be an all-encompassing brand - is not universally accepted. 

I’m not sure that our tiny and isolated economy can compete on price or volume. I would have thought the discerning, branded market is what we need to be appealing to.

But before we decide that, we need to be confident that branding is a solid basis to hang our fortunes on; that it is for real; that it really adds significant value and provides market advantage. Let’s take a look at that.

Coke and Pepsi cans

The value of the Coca-Cola brand in 2008 was calculated by Milward Brown Optimar at $58.2b (and other studies give it a similar value).  The brand value of its closest rival Pepsi was calculated at $15.4b. So if you poured Coca Cola into Pepsi bottles you would lose $42.8b!

Maybe you think that it isn’t just brand, that people can taste the difference.  They would pick the Pepsi for Coke. 
Scientists at the Baylor College of Medicine gave subjects a can of Coke and an unlabelled can. The Coke was vastly preferred, but the unlabelled can was also coke.  Same result for Pepsi. 
Another study gave subjects two unlabelled drinks – Coke and Pepsi. People preferred Pepsi. Then they repeated it but gave them labelled Coke and Pepsi cans. They preferred Coke. Conclusion: In a competitive market, brand is more powerful than taste.  

That doesn’t mean brand lacks substance and any old thing in a Coke can work. Quality is important. You have to deliver. But brand clearly does differentiate. It is a valid point of difference, and has real value. 

Hickton Quote

Back in the New Zealand context, and commenting on New Zealand’s position as leading destination brand, Tourism New Zealand Chief Executive George Hickton had this to say:

“A successful brand like 100% Pure is more than just a logo and advertising. The efforts of the tourism industry to deliver quality, innovative products and to reflect the values of the brand in their work has been critical to its success.” 

Prime Minister John Key understands the importance of backing a brand in a competitive world. Earlier this year he told farmers:

“It is important that farmers step-up and take leadership on meeting some of the environmental challenges that will shape the future of your industry…not only do you need to protect your good environmental brand abroad, you also need to keep faith with the New Zealand public who look to you as important custodians of the natural environment for this and future generations.”
Icebreaker

Some of our exporters are reaping the benefits of getting it right. Icebreaker garments now come with a code that allows the consumer to trace the garment through every step of the production process. It begins with the New Zealand high country sheep stations where the wool comes from. Part of the deal is that Icebreaker sets the number of sheep per hectare to prevent over-grazing. Their Vancouver director of sales Robbie Stevens explained why:

“What we are doing is not opening the door to be torn apart by animal rights activists or environmentalists…We don’t want to undermine the integrity of the brand.”

Untouched World/Wairakei Golf Course

Why do you think one of our successful companies is called Untouched World? Why do you think Wairakei Golf Course owner Gary Lane has built a $2 million, 5 kilometre predator-proof fence around the course?

There are many examples of New Zealanders understanding we have something unique, precious and valuable in this country that incorporates our environment, our culture and our people.

But the environmental picture is due more to good luck than good planning.  

The Youngest Country

The clean, green image is a result, in large part, of being a country that was settled by people relatively recently and has a tiny population. 

We have successfully exploited our good luck, but our lack of integrated, comprehensive commitment is rapidly catching up with us. And as good management grows, the badly managed gaps become more glaring. If we want to be the brand leader, it’s time to invest in plugging those gaps. And that doesn’t need to mean we put our major producers and our economy at risk.

So why aren’t we doing it? Partly because we are cautious, scared to lead in case we fail, and focused on the costs rather than the benefits.  We are unsure, and therefore unwilling to commit. 

But I think there is a more fundamental issue underpinning this. NZ Inc is not going to put all its eggs in the branding basket unless it is convinced that will have a significant positive economic impact.

In that respect we have a mental block. And this, I think, is why: C+I+G+(X-M) 
That is the way we describe and measure the economy. Private consumption plus gross investment plus government spending plus exports minus imports equals Gross Domestic Product.
C+I+G+(X-M)=GDP

Nobody pretends this has anything to do with environmental or social activity. Those things do not figure.  
GDP has been rising in the United States for years, and at the same time its citizens tell us they are increasingly unhappy with the quality of their lives. Increasing unhappiness fuels instability, and instability is expensive to fix.

On the environmental front, the rapid degradation and loss of natural ecosystems globally is contributing to increasing GDP.  Exploitation is often the handmaiden of GDP. That’s because ecosystems are not valued as assets – so environmental factors are not costed and factored directly in to the national accounts.

The result of this is that when we talk of financial debt, we talk in terms of what we owe – and we expect it to be paid back. We reward payment on time, penalise late payment and punish non-payment.  But when we talk of environmental debt, we talk in terms of cost, and debate whether we can afford to pay back what we owe right now – and usually conclude that we can’t.

The causes of the current recession, coupled with environmental degradation on such a scale it can no longer be ignored, are forcing a rethink.

John Whitehead, Secretary of the Treasury, has been urging public servants to take the opportunities and push the boundaries.

“This isn’t just about lifting our game, it’s about changing it”

“We simply have to get out of our traditional comfort zones,” Mr Whitehead said recently. “This isn’t just about lifting our game, it’s about changing it.  We cannot deal with a new environment – a completely new and challenging economic environment and the demands of 21st century consumers – with old tools and approaches and an old mindset”.

The United Kingdom Sustainable Development Commission, in a report of March this year, promoted the concept of prosperity. The commission’s Economics Commissioner Tim Jackson described prosperity as “the ability to flourish as human beings within the ecological limits of a finite planet”.

A new macro-economics:

“A new macro-economics for sustainability… will have to be ecologically and socially literate, ending the folly of separating economy from society and environment”, he said.

The UK Commission is not talking about some triple bottom line balancing of economic, environmental and social factors, but a fusing of them in to the concept of a sustainable economy.

Meantime, our environmental debt is soaring. It is a debt we could once pass off to distant generations – appeasing our conscience with a belief that new technological solutions would emerge to smooth the path. But the future is fast catching up with us, and we are now starting to feel the impacts and costs of an unsustainable economic approach. That’s what sets up the need for a game change. 

New Zealand has a head start in the ethical brand market, but there are a growing number of competitors. We seem so bogged down by the cost of leading the way that we can’t see the benefit. We need a mindset change to a positive perspective, so that the challenge becomes:  how can we lead in a way that increases prices and improves our prosperity?       
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