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Wellington Regional Council’s Submission on the Ministerial Advisory Report : Bio-What?

1.
Introduction

1.1
The Wellington Regional Council (the Council) welcomes this opportunity to make comments on the Bio-What? report.

1.2
In making this submission the Council draws upon its not inconsiderable experience working with private landowners in carrying out its statutory functions.

1.3
The submission, after summary comments, generally follows the format of the report.

2.
Summary of Council’s General Position

2.1
Both the newly released Biodiversity Strategy and the Bio-What? report note that one of the most significant challenges facing New Zealand is that of ensuring effective and sustainable management of biodiversity on private land. The responses to this challenge will need to be designed with care and in recognition of the rights associated with property ownership if they are to be successful. 

2.2
It is the Council’s belief that success in this area will only result from engendering the support of landowners. Private land biodiversity protection is not an issue that lends itself to heavy-handed regulatory approaches and as the report itself notes, …”regulation can prevent some adverse outcomes, but it cannot in itself provide for positive outcomes”.

2.3
It is our experience that the perceived problems of working with private landowners are, in fact, frequently over-stated and that if a genuine partnership based on trust, respect and the free flow of information is created constructive synergies follow..

2.4
The Council has significant reservations about the proposals for a national policy statement. We believe that in pursuing these, there is considerable risk that the various stakeholders will inevitably take polarised and entrenched positions. This will run counter to the need to establish and maintain formal and informal accords. We have similar views on the proposal to incorporate the national goal (albeit slightly modified) from the Biodiversity Strategy.

2.5
The Wellington Regional Council is concerned that Bio-What’s prescription is for yet more policy making and plans. This Council has moved on from the stage of planning its land, water and pest management and now wants to get on with the job of implementing those plans. We are proposing to do this across a wide range of biodiversity related areas based principally on willing landowners, incentives where necessary, and public support for biodiversity through rate funding.  

3.
Comments on Part 1: Background

Issues

3.1
The report identifies the following eight key management issues that create difficulties for sustaining biodiversity:

· a lack of common focus

· uncertainty over who is responsible

· different perceptions about the nature of “property rights”

· a lack of comprehensive or consistent information

· particular threats including plant and animal pests

· scarce resources

· a shortfall in tools to do the job

· insufficient consultation

3.2
The Council considers that in order of importance the issues are:

3.2.1
Scarce resources
Crown funding support for private land biodiversity management and protection has remained inadequate despite a considerable increase in awareness of the critical importance of this issue. Crown funding for this purpose is currently routed through three organisations:

· The Department of Conservation (DOC) was previously resourced to undertake surveys of biodiversity on private land and to subsequently assist landowners wishing to protect identified areas. Reprioritising of the Department’s activities has resulted in a significant reduction in available funding, particularly for the latter activity.

· The Nature Heritage Fund (NHF) and Nga Whenua Rahui (NWR) are discretionary funds of the Minister of Conservation. Both have been widely used to purchase private land to add to the conservation estate. These funds fulfil legitimate and valuable roles. However, purchasing land and removing it from private ownership does not address the question of how best to manage and sustain biodiversity outside the conservation estate.

· The QEII National Trust (the National Trust), because of its independence and single focus, has had considerable success in responding to landowners wishing to permanently protect their biodiversity resources. Over 1,350 legally binding perpetual covenant agreements have been voluntarily entered into to date. Despite this demonstrated success, central government funding of the National Trust has remained static for the last eight years. We believe that increased funding support for the National Trust is a critical component in achieving the report’s objectives. In this regard, the Council is concerned at the comment in the report (p.7) that central government wishes to achieve the desired outcomes at less cost. More, not fewer, resources must be committed to the protection and management of biodiversity on private land

In response to this inadequate resourcing, a number of regional and district councils have assisted with the funding of protection activities. The Wellington Regional Council has supported the activities of the National Trust and is preparing to do so again in the future. 

It should be noted that the limited funds available have been almost exclusively focused on supporting protection and not management initiatives. Increased national funding is urgently required to support both additional protection outcomes and additional management activities, particularly the control of pest plants and animals.

3.2.2
Uncertainty over who is responsible

We concur that this is a significant problem and one which has led Councils to be hesitant in committing resources to this area. The report notes that there is a widespread belief that all biodiversity is DOC’s responsibility. This has been reinforced, in part, by DOC’s role in undertaking ecological surveys on private land and its desire (not matched with resources) to undertake subsequent covenanting activity.

3.2.3
Insufficient consultation

The Council has already noted that a key component of any strategy involving private land must be full consultation. Much of the apparent suspicion of, and negative reaction to, central and local government initiatives is the result of inadequate consultation in the past.

3.2.4
Particular threats including plant and animal threats

We agree that the severity of this problem cannot be underestimated and that the issue of adequate resourcing must be addressed.

3.2.5
A lack of comprehensive or consistent information

The Council considers that there is a considerable wealth of information currently available. While this may be scattered around a number of agencies, the need for extensive further surveys should be carefully assessed.  At this stage the priority, it can be argued, is to increase the level of uptake of protection of those areas already identified and build confidence in the process of private land protection.

3.2.6
Other issues

The Council considers the remaining issues to be of lesser significance. 

4.
Comments on Part 2: Approach

4.1
Principles

We concur with the seven broad principles identified. The Council is pleased to see the following acknowledgement under Principle one: 

“Given the right support and incentives, and the means, landowners make the most effective stewards of land and the biodiversity associated with it”. 

This concurs with our experience.


It is suggested that an eighth principle be added:

· regulation of biodiversity on privately owned land will, at best, provide a bottom line against which the actions of those landowners who do not respond to other more positive options can be managed.

This point is well made in the body of the text.

4.2
Proposed Approach

4.2.1
National Goal

The Council notes that the proposed wording of the national goal is a variant of the goal in the recently released Biodiversty Strategy. We understand the purpose of the Bio-What? Report is to examine means by which the Biodiversity Strategy can be implemented in respect of private land. It is our view that it is unnecessary to repeat this goal as part of the report. Further, the Council believes that it is likely to be counter-productive to do so. By highlighting the goal it can be anticipated that the wording of the goal itself will become the subject of considerable debate. Given the range of views held by the various stakeholders with an interest in private land conservation, the debate has the potential to be divisive and push the parties further apart. Our comments here also apply to the proposed national policy statement (See 5.3). Therefore, we believe passing reference should simply be made to the relevant goal in the Biodiversity Strategy.

4.2.2
Clarification of roles and responsibilities

We believe that Regional Councils are the most logical organisations to lead the process required to engender greater levels of biodiversity protection and management on private land. Despite operating under statutes that do not have the promotion of biodiversity as their explicit purpose, regional councils have traditionally been active in terms of biodiversity and ecosystem management. The Wellington Regional Council has successfully worked in partnership with private landowners for a number of years to manage and protect biodiversity resources. Primarily this has been through Farm Conservation activities, the Regional Pest Management Plan and through financial support for landowners entering into QEII National Trust covenants. The Council is planning in the next and subsequent financial years to increase its involvement in, and support, of biodiversity protection and management.

4.2.3
Guidance, support and flexibility for local solutions

The Council views the principles iterated in this section to be the cornerstone of the success of any strategy. If those charged with developing and implementing any strategy reflect these views, it has every chance of success. However, as discussed more fully below, we have reservations about the benefits of a National Policy Statement.

The Council believes that wherever public money is expended on capital items, such as fencing to protect specific sites, some form of legal protection should be sought to safeguard the “investment”. In reality covenants will only be possible for the most valuable areas and other forms of lesser agreements will be necessary. It is, however, legitimate for public money to be spent on plant and animal pest control where no form of legal protection exists given the extensive and cross-boundary nature of biodiversity problems.

5.
Comments on Part 3: Specific Measures

5.1
A National Accord
We support, in principle, the concept of developing voluntary accords as a method of clarifying the rights and responsibilities of various parties. However, we do have concerns that the process of determining the content of a national accord may lead to acrimonious and time-wasting debate. In addition, it has been our experience that co-operation between the relevant agencies and farming interests is already in existence and that progress is limited only by the lack of adequate resources. Formalising this co-operation would have little further benefit other than perhaps raising awareness of the overall issue. However, it is recognised that in some circumstances formal regional or local accords may be of value.

5.2
Maori Accord

The Council does not feel it is appropriate for it to express a view on whether an accord of this nature is the best way for Maori aspirations in relation to biodiversity to be achieved. An accord may be the appropriate means but it should be left to the tangata whenua of the region to discuss this. We do believe, however, that the special relationship Maori have with indigenous biodiversity needs to be suitable recognised and provided for in some way. 

5.3
National Policy Statement 

The stated purpose of a National Policy Statement is to provide a clearer and more specific policy framework within which a range of regulatory and non-regulatory initiatives should take place.

The Council has grave doubts about the value of such a statement. Firstly, a national policy must go through necessary (but lengthy) statutory processes. Following this, to have a significant influence, the policy must be reflected in regional and district plans. The first generation of these plans is, in many cases, too far advanced to incorporate biodiversity goals. The next opportunity to incorporate a biodiversity focus through resource management plans is, perhaps, a decade away. We are concerned that an over-emphasis on policy development and planning could lead to many years of delay before action was finally taken. How much biodiversity will be lost while the nation goes through this process?

Secondly, we have concerns that the process of developing a national policy will almost certainly prove to be unnecessarily divisive and acrimonious. Unlike the accord process, developing a national policy is likely to result in the various parties taking entrenched positions and much time, energy and resources being redirected from “frontline” constructive biodiversity activities.

5.4
Non Statutory Guidance
The Council believes there is value in developing non-statutory guidelines to assist the organisations with responsibilities for managing and protecting biodiversity on private land.

5.5
Additional Actions by Public Agencies 
The Council strongly supports the concept that community funded pest management should be provided to prioritised sites on private land, even if the land in question is not subject to physical or legal protection. Many areas with high biodiversity values are vulnerable to degradation or loss to uncontrolled plant and animal pests. To wait until these areas are physically or legally protected is not feasible. The Council’s experience is that the provision of management support frequently can be the catalyst for landowners undertaking physical or legal protection measures.

The report correctly notes the inadequacy of the Resource Management Act 1991 and the Biosecurity Act 1993 in giving effect to national or regional biodiversity goals. It has been this Council’s view for some time that legislative powers should be made available to regional councils to undertake those activities desired by the community to achieve biodiversity outcomes. 

The Council strongly supports the statement in the Report that the government should take a leadership role and be a “significant provider” of biodiversity management services We also strongly support the need for incentives to assist landowners protect and manage their biodiversity resources. A fundamental premise to any strategy must be that if society places a value on resources held in private ownership, it must be prepared to assist landowners manage those resources.
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