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8. Matters for Council Decision

8.1. Climate Emergency Declaration

 Council report

Date of meeting 16 May 2019

Author Bill Bayfield, Chief Executive

Purpose

1. To support the Council to consider whether and how it might declare a “climate 
emergency”.

Value proposition

2. Climate change presents significant challenges, risks and opportunities to Canterbury. 
The Council’s role is to support the region and its communities to better understand and 
proactively respond to these challenges, risks and opportunities. Recognising a “climate 
emergency” could provide an opportunity for the Council to further highlight the 
importance of and urgent need to address climate change issues.

Recommendations

That the Council:

1. notes that Environment Canterbury has long acknowledged the importance 
of and urgent need to address climate change for the benefit of current and 
future generations

2. notes that Environment Canterbury already demonstrates leadership in the 
face of climate change, including incorporating climate change 
considerations into Council’s work programmes and decisions; working with 
regional partners to ensure a collaborative response; advocating and 
engaging with Central Government; and leading by example in reducing our 
in-house emissions

3. notes that climate change does not satisfy the definition of an “emergency” 
under the Civil Defence and Emergency Management Act 2002, and that a 
declaration of a “climate emergency” has no other inherent statutory or legal 
implications; however such a declaration may further highlight Environment 
Canterbury’s belief in the importance and urgency of addressing climate 
change

4. notes that further information on Environment Canterbury’s recent and 
planned climate change response is provided in Attachment A
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5. affirms the following statement:

“Environment Canterbury recognises the importance of and urgent need to 
address climate change for the benefit of current and future generations.

 The science is irrefutable – climate change is already impacting 
ecosystems and communities around the world, with increasingly 
frequent and severe storms, floods and droughts; melting polar ice 
sheets; sea level rise and coastal inundation and erosion; and 
impacts on biodiversity including species loss and extinction.

 The IPCC’s Special Report in October 2018 stated that we have twelve 
years to turn greenhouse gas emissions around to limit global 
warming to the Paris Agreement target of 1.5-degrees, or face an 
uncertain future. This requires ‘rapid and far-reaching transitions in 
energy, land, urban and infrastructure (including transport and 
buildings), and industrial systems’1.

 Everyone has a role to play in delivering the change required.

As such, Environment Canterbury declares a climate emergency and 
commits to continue to:

 robustly and visibly incorporate climate change considerations into 
Council work programmes and decisions

 provide strong local government leadership in the face of climate 
change, including working with regional partners to ensure a 
collaborative response

 advocate strongly for greater Central Government leadership and action 
on climate change

 increase the visibility of our climate change work

 lead by example in monitoring and reducing Council’s greenhouse gas 
emissions.”

 Background

Request to declare a “climate emergency”

3. On 17 April 2019, Extinction Rebellion Ōtautahi/Christchurch (XR Ōtautahi) called on 
the Council to declare a “climate emergency” and to follow-up this declaration with 
appropriate actions. Following a meeting with XR Ōtautahi representatives on the same 
date, the Chair and Chief Executive agreed that the Council would consider recognising 
a “climate emergency” at its meeting on 16 May 2019.

1 https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/sr15_headline_statements.pdf

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/sr15_headline_statements.pdf
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What would it mean to declare a “climate emergency”?

4. A review of relevant sources by Council staff indicates that there is currently no official 
and/or single definition of what a declaration of a “climate emergency” means. In a New 
Zealand context, this includes no legislation providing for a “climate emergency” to be a 
formal declaration of an emergency, meaning any declaration of a “climate emergency” 
by the Council would have no statutory or legal validity.

5. It is also the view of Council staff that climate change does not satisfy the definition of 
an “emergency” under the Civil Defence and Emergency Management Act 2002.

6. In this context, the Council could make a public statement recognising a “climate 
emergency” without it carrying any statutory or legal weight for future Council decisions. 
Such a statement would highlight the importance placed on climate change by the 
Council, including ‘the importance of and urgent need to address climate change for the 
benefit of current and future generations’2.

Other governments declaring a “climate emergency”

7. An increasing number of governments around the world have recognised or declared a 
“climate emergency” in some form. This includes the UK and Welsh Parliaments, and a 
large number of local governments across several countries, including (but not limited 
to)3:

 17 councils and/or cities in Australia

 96 councils and/or boroughs in the UK

 382 councils and/or cities in Canada

 16 councils and/or cities in the US.

8. The nature and intent of these declarations of a “climate emergency” are varied, as are 
their associated resolutions, demonstrating that there is no one size fits all approach to 
such a declaration. Governments have focused their subsequent actions on a range of 
matters, including reducing their own carbon footprint, developing a comprehensive 
action plan or setting out how net zero carbon targets will be achieved.

What is the Council doing about climate change?

Statutory responsibilities of local government

9. The Council’s statutory responsibilities in relation to climate change are currently set by 
the Local Government Act 2002 (LGA), Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) and 
supporting regulations, especially the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement (NZCPS) 
and the Land Transport Management Act 2003 (LTMA).

2 Environment Canterbury submission on Our Climate Your Say: Consultation on the Zero Carbon Bill
3 https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-15-million-citizens/

https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-15-million-citizens/
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10. The LGA states that the purpose of local government includes meeting the current and 
future needs of communities for effective, efficient and appropriate infrastructure and 
public services, taking account present and anticipated future circumstances. Whilst 
there is no direct reference to climate change in the LGA, the requirement of local 
government to provide good quality infrastructure does have links to climate change 
adaptation.

11. The RMA is the primary driver of local government action in relation to climate change, 
particularly in the area of adaptation responses and the reduction of risk from natural 
hazards. The RMA requires that all persons exercising powers and functions under the 
RMA must have particular regard to the effects of climate change. However, it also 
explicitly restricts the ability of local government to consider the effects on climate 
change from the discharge of greenhouse gases into the air.

12. In this context, the legislated focus of local government under the LGA and RMA is on 
the adaptation to the effects of climate change. This includes planning to manage and 
minimise the effects of climate change on communities and the environment. Such 
effects are the consequences of extreme weather events and changing climate 
patterns.

13. The NZCPS, which sits under the RMA, requires the Council to take a precautionary 
approach to the use and management of coastal resources vulnerable to climate 
change. The NZCPS also requires the Council to integrate climate change, including 
sea level rise, into coastal planning.

14. Under the LTMA, the Council’s Regional Land Transport Plan must be consistent with 
the Government Policy Statement on Land Transport 2018, which prioritises reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from transport and supports a mode shift to lower emission 
forms of transport, including walking, cycling, public transport and lower emission 
vehicles (such as electric vehicles).

Climate change actions

15. The Council has actively considered climate change adaptation for many years as part 
of the majority of its work programmes, as well as advocated to Central Government for 
greater leadership and action on climate change. This advocacy includes submitting on 
the Our Climate Your Say: Consultation on the Zero Carbon Bill in July 2018, with the 
Council acknowledging in the submission the importance of and urgent need to address 
climate change for the benefit of current and future generations.

16. The Council (through the Chair) also signed the Local Government Leaders’ Climate 
Change Declaration in 2018. This declaration by the Mayors and Chairs of New 
Zealand’s local and regional councils recognises the urgent need for responsive 
leadership and a holistic approach to climate change.

17. In this context, the Council undertakes a range of statutory and non-statutory work that 
addresses climate change issues in different ways. However, feedback during the 
preparation of the Long Term Plan 2018-2028 showed that this was not clear to the 
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community. The feedback also showed that the Council was not actively and visibly 
sharing its data and knowledge.

18. The Council’s Long Term Plan 2018-2028 established a new Climate Change 
Integration programme to increase visibility, improve integration, and share data and 
knowledge. The level of service relating to this climate change programme seeks to 
‘support our communities to become more risk literate and resilient to climate change.’

19. In addition, the Council is working with regional partners, in particular through the 
Canterbury Mayoral Forum, to develop a shared understanding of the implications of 
climate change for Canterbury, and strategies to manage the associated threats and 
opportunities.

20. An overview of some of the key climate change work and actions that has recently been 
undertaken by the Council, or are currently underway or planned, is included in 
Attachment A. Some examples include:

 using robust scientific data and information as part of our monitoring and planning

 building high quality flood protection schemes, such as the Waimakariri scheme

 prioritising delivery of a step change in biodiversity protection through the Long Term 
Plan 2018-2028

 leading a bid to Central Government for $1.3 billion in public transport investment in 
the region

 voting to oppose new oil lease block offers

 commissioning the first carbon emissions report for the Council, which showed a 
26% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions per staff member since 2010.

Statement recognising a “climate emergency”

21. Given the Council-agreed position on the need for urgent action, coupled with the 
leadership the Council has provided to date on climate change, the following draft 
statement has been drafted for Council’s consideration.

“Environment Canterbury recognises the importance of and urgent need to 
address climate change for the benefit of current and future generations.

 The science is irrefutable – climate change is already impacting ecosystems 
and communities around the world, with increasingly frequent and severe 
storms, floods and droughts; melting polar ice sheets; sea level rise and 
coastal inundation and erosion; and impacts on biodiversity including 
species loss and extinction.

 The IPCC’s Special Report in October 2018 stated that we have twelve years 
to turn greenhouse gas emissions around to limit global warming to the Paris 
Agreement target of 1.5-degrees, or face an uncertain future. This requires 
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‘rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, land, urban and infrastructure 
(including transport and buildings), and industrial systems’4.

 Everyone has a role to play in delivering the change required.

As such, Environment Canterbury declares a climate emergency and commits to 
continue to:

 robustly and visibly incorporate climate change considerations into Council 
work programmes and decisions

 provide strong local government leadership in the face of climate change, 
including working with regional partners to ensure a collaborative response

 advocate strongly for greater Central Government leadership and action on 
climate change

 increase the visibility of our climate change work, including through 
quarterly updates

 lead by example in monitoring and reducing Council’s greenhouse gas 
emissions.”

Cost, compliance and communication

Financial implications

22. The majority of the Council’s programmes already have climate change considerations 
embedded in them, while the Long Term Plan 2018-2028 also provides for the Climate 
Change Integration programme. There are no additional financial implications 
associated with the decision to recognise a “climate emergency”.

Risk assessment and legal compliance

23. There is currently no legislation in New Zealand that provides for a “climate emergency” 
to be declared as a formal declaration of an emergency. This means any declaration of 
a “climate emergency” by the Council would have no statutory or legal validity.

24. Under the Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 2002, a state of emergency can 
be declared when there is an “emergency”. However, it is the view of Council staff that 
climate change does not satisfy the definition of an “emergency” under the Act.

Significance and engagement

25. The Chair and Chief Executive have engaged with partners to advise them that the 
Council will be considering whether to recognise a “climate emergency” at its meeting 
on 16 May 2019. Such partners include Te Rūnanga o Ngai Tahu and territorial 

4 https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/sr15_headline_statements.pdf

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/sr15_headline_statements.pdf
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authorities. The Council will continue to work closely with territorial authorities through 
the Canterbury Mayoral Forum and its sub-groups to address key climate change 
issues for the region.

Consistency with council policy

26. Any declaration of a “climate emergency” would not be inconsistent with Council policy.

Communication

27. The Council’s communications team could produce online content and a media 
statement providing context to the Council’s decision (regardless of the decision). This 
would include highlighting the Council’s existing role in addressing climate change and 
the significant progress it has already made.

Next steps

28. The Council will continue to work closely with partners through regional and sub-
regional forums to identify and address the key climate change risks facing the region. 
This includes continuing to monitor scientific and policy developments in the climate 
change field, and appropriately responding to these developments through future long 
term planning and annual planning processes.

29. The Council will also continue to work towards achieving the Long Term Plan 2018-
2028 level of service related to the Climate Change Integration programme. This level 
of service seeks to ‘support our communities to become more risk literate and resilient 
to climate change.’

Attachments
1. Attachment A - Environment Canterbury's key climate change work [8.1.1]

File reference 

Legal review Catherine Schache, General Counsel

Peer reviewers Sam Elder, Programme Manager
Sam Bellamy, Senior Strategy Advisor





Attachment A: Environment Canterbury’s key climate change work

CAPACITY AND CAPABILITY BUILDING

Action to 
date / 
ongoing

 A Climate Change Integration programme was established through the Long 
Term Plan 2018-2028 with the purpose of “supporting our communities to 
become more risk literate and resilient to climate change."

 New climate change webpages on the ECan website to better highlight climate 
change issues in the region and ECan's work to address the likely effects.

 Through the Mayoral Forum - established the Regional Climate Change Working 
Group (Chaired by ECan’s Director of Science, with representatives from 
territorial authorities and Ngai Tahu).

Action 
underway 
or planned

 Review the existing process to better ensure that climate change is robustly and 
visibly factored into Council decision making.

 Through the Mayoral Forum - establishment of the Regional Climate Change 
Steering Group (includes the Mayors and Chief Executives from ECan and 
territorial authorities).

 Consideration of other opportunities to demonstrate organisational best practice 
to address climate change and demonstrate leadership.

ADAPTATION

Action to 
date / 
ongoing

 Conduct long term monitoring to support climate change science, including for the 
coastal environment, water, land and river flow rates.

 Conducted modelling in the coastal zone of climate change induced hazards, 
including modelling historic rates of coastal erosion and future projections.

 Supported the region to adapt to the effects of climate change through building 
high quality flood protection (stopbank) schemes, such as recently completed 
Waimakariri scheme that protects over $8 billion of assets.

 Assisting our partner councils in helping develop adaptation plans for areas that 
are expected to be significantly impacted by climate change in the future.

 Council has prioritised delivery of a step change in biodiversity protection through 
the Long Term Plan 2018-2028, which will support mitigation of the impacts of 
climate change.

 Council has prioritised freshwater management in the Long Term Plan 2018-
2028, which will increase community and business resilience to climate change.

Action 
underway 
or planned

 Undertake an initial regional climate change risk assessment by June 2020.

TRANSITION AND MITIGATION

Action to 
date / 
ongoing

Leading by example through:

 Commissioned the first carbon emissions report for ECan in 2018.

 Greenhouse gas emissions – ECan has achieved a 26% reduction per staff 
member in our greenhouse gas emissions since June 2010.

 Carbon sequestration – ECan has removed 5,755.5 tonnes more greenhouse 
gases than we have emitted through forestry (regional parks).
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 Solar panels – ECan has just installed a 114 panel, grid tied solar system on the 
roof of the Tuam Street building, with the potential to generate over 34.2kWh of 
electricity per year.

 Electric vehicles – ECan currently leases five elective vehicles from Yoogo and 
aims to purchase its own electric vehicles in 2019/20, with a view to 50% of its 
passenger vehicles being pure electric by 2022.

 Travel reduction – ECan encourages staff to share taxis or use buses where 
appropriate, and use video conferencing as an alternative to face-to-face 
meetings where possible.

Public transport:

 Leading a bid to Government for $1.3 billion in public transport investment to help 
grow public transport patronage, thereby reducing the reliance on cars and 
associated greenhouse gas emissions.

 Through the Regional Public Transport Plan, the Council agreed a target to, as 
far as practicable, transition the bus fleet to carbon zero by 2030, with all new 
vehicles zero emissions by 2025.

Air quality: 

 Support the transition to more efficient home heating, with the Canterbury Air 
Regional Plan rules and subsidies requiring and supporting households to 
upgrade to Ultra Low Emission Burners and heat pumps.

 Management of industrial emissions through the Canterbury Air Regional Plan.

Action 
underway 
or planned

 Ongoing organisational emissions reporting every three years to track progress 
and inform further action.

 Identify opportunities to strengthen the Regional Land Transport Plan’s alignment 
with the Government Policy Statement on Land Transport 2018 priority to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from transport across the region.

ADVOCACY AND ENGAGEMENT

Action to 
date / 
ongoing

 The Council voted to oppose new oil lease block offers in November 2016.

 The Council submission in July 2018 on the Our Climate Your Say: Zero Carbon 
Bill consultation acknowledged “the importance of and urgent need to address 
climate change for the benefit of current and future generations”. It also called for 
a strong framework and a net zero target approach to all gases.

 The Council signed the Local Government Leaders’ Climate Change Declaration 
in 2018.

Action 
underway 
or planned

 Continue to demonstrate strong local government leadership on climate change.

 Continue to advocate firmly to Central Government for urgent action in the face of 
climate change, including progressing the Zero Carbon Bill and implementing the 
recommendations from the Climate Change Adaptation Technical Working 
Group’s Final Report.

 Increase the visibility of ECan’s climate change work, including providing quarterly 
updates on key matters.
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