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Environmental Effects: 
A Canadian Planner Goes "Troppo"* in New Zealand 

by Doug Leighton 

CROSSING THE TROPICS to New Zealand is 
disorienting to northerners. Planners, with their 
brains hard-wired to the geography of their 
hemisphere, have a particularly hard time. Perhaps 
it's the different stars in the sky, the reverse arc of 
the sun, or simply driving on the wrong side of the 
road An extreme case of this disorientation is 
locally termed ''going troppo. " 

After establishing Banff's planning depart
ment in 1990, and serving as its director 
until 1997 I was ready for a change. 
Despite the great job and quality of life in 
Banff, I could feel the symptoms of plan
ner burn-out. Some encouragement from 
my New-Zealand-born wife, fantasies of 
the South Pacific, and several interesting 
job offers, did the trick. 

In M ay 1997, feeling like a nervous grad
uate, I went almost straight from the air
port to my new office. Within hours I was 
working on plans for the America's Cup 
harbour, followed by a number of down
town revitalization projects, coastal devel
opments, and resorts. By the end of the 
year I was made a principal of the firm, 
and here I am almost four years later. It 
has all been a little disorienting - a little 
troppo, even. 

Despite the distance, most Canadians feel 
instantly at home in New Zealand. The 
north island is like a parallel universe: 
Vancouver Island with volcanoes and 
palm trees. The south island (known to its 
residents as "the M ainland') resembles 
parts of Alberta and B.C. 

The similarity to Canada is striking. 
New Zealand: 
> is a strongly multicultural society with a 

long history of immigration; 

> has strong indigenous native cultures 
(much more prominent in New Zealand 
than in Canada); 

> has a primarily British-derived system of 
government, law, and education ; 

> has a first-world economy, high levels of 
education and living standards, but with 
stubborn regional and cultural dispari
ties; 

> continues to rely on resource- and com
modity-based economies, despite efforts 
to diversify; 

> and has large and, shall we say, 
"assertive" neighbours who are seen as 
both allies and competitors. 

I found the most unusual similarity to be 
our common identity crisis. Who are we 
as a nation? What is our culture? How do 
we compare? 

This quiet sense of insecurity and isolation 
sometimes works to New Zealand's 
advantage. There is interest in outside 
knowledge. Young Kiwis are expected to 
do the "big OE," or Overseas Experience. 
Many return with new ideas gained in 
study or work. The country is heavily 
wired, computer-literate and aware of 
international news and trends. 

This has created a society willing to try 
out new ideas. The last ten to fifteen 
years have seen significant changes in 
New Zealand. A deficit crisis in the 1980s 
led the government of the time (ironically, 
the left- leaning Labour Party) to drast ic 
privatization and far-reaching " free mar
ket" reforms. 

Ralph Klein and Bill Harris must have been 
watching: their programs come to you 
direct from New Zealand. Persona non 
grata to many New Zealanders, former 
finance minister Roger Douglas (now Sir 
Roger Douglas) finds a ready audience 
internationally, nowhere more so than in 
Canada. 

New Zealand's radical planning reform 
was the adoption of the Resource 
M anagement Act (RMA) in 1991. 
Combining land-use, subdivision, plan-
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*"Troppo": crazy - from The Beaut Little 
Book of New Zealand Slang 

ning and environmental law into one 
statute, it represented a complete break 
from the classical planning model. 
Henceforth , planning would become 
"resource management" and planners 
"resource managers." Nothing was to be 
prescribed: anything was possible if the 
environmental effects could be "avoided, 
remedied, and mitigated. " The goal was 
an environmental "effects-based" system, 
as opposed to a "rules-based" system. At 
the same time, there was a wholesale 
rationalization of local councils. Regional 
councils were established. An 
Environment Court was appointed as the 
ultimate arbiter of the RMA. Every local 
council had to put in place an all-encom
passing "district plan." M atters of 
national importance were to be covered 
by "National Policy Statements." 

When I arrived in 1997, only about half of 
the councils in New Zealand had man
aged to get their district plans operational. 
The other half were operating partly 
under the old plan, and partly under the 
new, since the legislation allows "weight" 
to be put on the new plan depending on 
how close it is to adoption. 

O nly one national policy, on coastal areas, 
has been adopted. Each council deals with 
things like cell-phone towers and water 
quality in a patchwork fashion by setting 
its own acceptable level of " environmen
tal effects." M ost appl ications for 
"resource consent" have to be accompa
nied by an Assessment of Environmental 
Effects (AEE), which can include every
thing from air and water quality to visual 
and "amenity" effects. 
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The RMA bolsters the rights of the indi
vidual, incorporates strong appeal provi
sions, and requires consultation with both 
citizens and local iwi (Maori tribes). Any 
appeal by an individual can be joined by 
other parties. This has led to the practice 
of paying to obtain support from 
"affected parties." We've seen an 
increase in "professional appealers" and 
obscure iwi who let it be known that their 
opposition will disappear for a price. This 
practice has been recognized by the 
Environmental Court as legal, if not 
acceptable. 

Planning has therefore become complex, 
uncertain and expensive for councils and 
the public. Business in the consulting and 
legal professions has been correspond
ingly brisk, especially as many councils 
have downsized or outsourced their 
" resource management" services (a trend 
which is now being reversed). There is a 
shortage of skilled planners. 

Although resource management lawyers 
(a group large enough to have its own 
association) occupy the lead position in 
major cases, planners have been thrust 
into crucial roles as leaders and coordina
tors. Because of the complexity of the leg
islation, planners' natural ability to multi 
task and see the big picture is being put to 
rigorous use. The same can be said for 
their skills in public consultation, media
tion, and negotiation. 

I think that the RMA's strongest feature is 
its focus on the environment. Environ
mental quality, measured in qualitative 
and qualitative terms, is its sole objective. 
So far, so good. 

Secondly, the notion that land-use and 
development decisions have environmen
tal effects, and that those affected should 
be consulted, is hard to dispute. Combin
ing environmental and planning legislation 
has real merit. 

Finally, building flexibility and checks-and
balances into the approval system makes 
sense. Applicants who demonstrate that 
they can deal with environmental effects 
should get a serious hearing, regardless of 
the rules. 
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Too bad that all this has fallen down in 
practice. The growing public consensus is 
that the Resource Management Act has 
been a failure. 

The most common accusations are 
that: 
> the legislation is geared to the rural and 

"natural" environment, not urban and 
"human" environments; 

> the emphasis on environmental assess
ment has discouraged and sometimes 
prevented proactive planning by coun
cils; 

> any environmental improvements have 
been minor and localized, while the big 
Agenda 21 sustainability issues have yet 
to be addressed; 

> the very significant costs to councils and 
the public cannot be justified by the 
results; 

> the sheer complexity and legality of the 
process involves planning by litigation 
and obstruction, and often results in the 
expedient rather than the optimal solu
tion; 

> what constitutes "acceptable" environ
mental effects is still , in the end, a politi 
cal decision, introducing a whole new 
level of uncertainty and inconsistency 
for all parties. 

I believe that many of these charges are 
fair. 

So what are the lessons for Canadian 
planning? 
At the risk of offending my colleagues on 
both sides of the Pacific: · 

> Attempts to replace or reinvent planning 
should be abandoned. The planning 
framework, approach, and process are 
more essential than ever. 

> Our profession is now about environ
mental planning in its broadest sense: 
this needs to be our focus. 

> Environmental assessment is simply one 
(albeit very valid) technique in the plan
ning tool-kit, not the whole thing. 

> Radical, sweeping legislation should be 
considered with caution: the cure may 
be worse than the disease. The scalpel is 
better than the axe. 
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> Planners need to write planning legisla
tion. Who else has the wide vision and 
practical experience to get it right? 

> Successful planning frameworks involve 
careful checks and balances. Too much 
tilt in favour of individual rights over the 
common good, or of legal power over 
democratic decision-making, can be dis
astrous. 

Finally, planners need to be leaders in 
order to be effective. That means being 
much more self-confident and assertive 
about who we are, what we do, and why 
it's important. 

I've found working internationally to be 
very rewarding. My Canadian training, 
experience and planning skills have been 
surprisingly transferable. Most of all, it has 
restored my faith in planning as a process 
and as a profession. And you can put a 
ring around that. * 

* "Put a ring around that": strong affir
mative emphasis - from The Beaut Little 
Book of New Zealand Slang 
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