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Address to the Environment & Sustainability Forum on Auckland Council’s 
Operational Review – 20 August 2013 – Dr Meriel Watts and Hana 
Blackmore for the Weed Management Advisory 
 

SUMMARY – Dr Watts 
 
The Draft Operational Review in its present form should NOT be endorsed by the 
Environment & Sustainability Forum, nor continue on the proposed programme of 
informing Local Boards. It is glaringly obvious that the Review has been hurriedly ‘put 
together’ and is not up to the usual high standard of the author and the Council 
department.  
 
The Review as currently presented is confusing and full of errors, omissions and 
discrepancies that are barriers to clarity and there needs to be substantial correction and re-
drafting. 
 
But of VITAL importance is that this draft of the Review has NOT taken into account the 
objectives, direction and recommendations of the new Weed Management Policy (WMP) 
that was adopted by Council last week. 
 
The Review has unfortunately not included its Terms of Reference so we cannot measure 
the Review against them, but it was expected that there would be a fair and comprehensive 
review of current practices, as well as a fair and comprehensive assessment of alternative 
approaches CONSISTENT with implementing the new WMP. 
 
That this has not happened – particularly in the area of Auckland Transport responsibility - 
is of huge concern. 
 
We would RECOMMEND that the Environment and Sustainability Forum not endorse this 
draft of the Operational Review but send it back to the working party so that it can be fully 
revised and re-worked in light of the WMP objectives, recommendations and direction, with 
a clear direction that it MUST be consistent with the Policy. 
 
Further we note that there has been no independent member on this Operational Review 
working party. Much time could have been saved by both officers and councillors if the 
issues we outline below had been cleared up before the document got this far. We did offer 
our assistance but were refused, and we do request the opportunity to have input into the 
redrafting. 
 
 
ISSUES 
 
There are three major issues with the Operational Review. 
 

1. It is inconsistent with the WMP. 
2. It contains unjustified value judgements, including a pervasive bias in favour of 

agrichemical use that is totally inconsistent with the WMP. 
3. There are major costing errors and omissions. 
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I will deal with the first 2 of these and Hana with the third. 
 
Inconsistency with the WMP 
 
The major example of inconsistency with the WMP refers to the roadside vegetation control 
undertaken by AT which perpetuates an assumption that it will be business as usual with 
chemical spraying, and the legacy non-chemical areas reverting to chemical spraying. 
 
The WMP clearly and unambiguously states the following: 
 

 At Objective 3 “this objective recognises international best practice in integrated 
management of pests, including weeds, in which agrichemicals are used if non-
chemical methods are not practical or inadequate at achieving the necessary level of 
control”.  

 Objective 2 is to Ensure best practice in weed management and vegetation control 
and states that “Auckland Council and its CCOs will set a best practice example for 
weed management on the land it owns or administers.” These two objectives 
together leave no doubt that the WMP specifies that nonchemical methods are to be 
used where they are available and effective.  

 And just to cement that further: Objective 5 includes “using nonchemical techniques 
wherever they are available and effective”. 

 
What that means in terms of initiatives to reduce agrichemicals, first and foremost, is that 
glyphosate spraying on roadsides should be scrapped in favour of hot water, steam, or 
plant-based herbicides.  
 
These are all available, tried and tested, and found to be perfectly adequate over 14 years of 
operations. Hence the Policy demands that they be used. There is simply no excuse for not 
including this upfront and the community will not settle for anything less. Yet under point 
15 on the agenda, page 17, they are not even considered. 
 
Value judgements and bias 
 
Also inconsistent with the WMP, are the unjustified value judgements and the pervasive 
bias in favour of agrichemical use. 
 
One of the most serious examples of this is the consistent referral to human health effects 
only as ‘concern from people that are chemically sensitive’, and ‘perceptions’ of effects. This 
kind of value judgement is redolent of the chemical industry two decades ago and has no 
place in a modern Council document. Monsanto tried to inject these into the Auckland City 
policy 14 years ago and they were rejected then, as they should be now. 
 
The WMP, clearly states that “Weed management practices and vegetation control practices 
have the potential to adversely affect people’s health and that of the environment”. 
Objective 2 states that agrichemicals can be harmful to human health and the environment. 
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Objective 5 is to Ensure public health and safety and includes ‘using nonchemical techniques 
wherever they are available and effective” 
 
It is not acceptable that the Review acknowledges long-term detrimental effects on soil and 
aquatic life, but not on people. There are, in several places, references to effects on people 
with chemical sensitivities but no reference to effects on everybody else. There is an 
overwhelming mass of scientific evidence indicating that all people are at risk of acute and 
chronic effects from glyphosate. The references only to people with chemical sensitivities 
displays an ignorance and a bias that should not be accepted in the development of council 
documents. There are a considerable number of scientists globally of the opinion that 
glyphosate should be banned completely because of its effects on people. It is also not 
acceptable that the Review refers to negative effects of chemicals as “perceptions”. That is 
patronising as well as being factually wrong.  
 
In fact, there is no regard at all being expressed for people’s health. Councillors themselves 
expressed such regard last week when the Weed Management Policy was endorsed. We 
accept the authors of the document do not have any expertise in this area, but plenty of 
material has been provide to Council and Councillors, and even the 1998 Auckland Weed 
Management Policy has some information. This has all been ignored, and this is not 
acceptable. 
 
The comment that “the number of concerned residents appears to be low in percentage 
however this information has not been sort” (p42) is indicative of an unacceptable bias in 
the document. The writer has no clue as to the level of concern and therefore should not 
make such prejudicial pronouncements.  
 
Strongly illustrative of this bias in health and environmental effects is section 3.2 (p28) that 
outlines the legacy city road vegetation methodologies.  Simple analysis of the columns of 
the “observed outcomes” show that the negative ‘effects’ still outweigh the positives in the 
non-glyphosate regimes, and that “costings”  for these have been manipulated and super-
inflated. 
 
 
Carbon emissions 
 
I will leave Hana to address the issue of costings, contracts, and Auckland Transport, but I 
want to briefly address the issue of carbon emissions. 
 
We wonder if it is council policy to analysis all its operational procedures for carbon 
emissions, or is this just a quaint approach saved for nonchemical weed management? I say 
quaint because I recall Monsanto, the manufacturers of glyphosate, trying to inject this 
argument into the 1998 Auckland City Policy. They failed then and they should fail now.  
 
Here are just a couple of reasons:  
 

 It is biased because it does not take into account carbon emissions involved in 
manufacturing the petrochemical glyphosate.  
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 It does not take into account the new equipment now available that can apply the 
hot water method in a carbon neutral manner.  

 
Either this so-called analysis should be scrapped completely or the exercise should be 
carried out properly, without prejudice, and applied to all council operations. 
 

Community involvement 
 
In closing, I would like to make one further point, and that is about external review and 
community involvement, both in the operational review and the ongoing weed 
management operations.  
 
As I mentioned before, we have not been permitted to take part in the operational review 
nor the formulating of recommendations, nor is there any proposal for this document to go 
to the public, only to Local Boards and iwi. 
 
Additionally, point 16 of the agenda item proposes a panel of council staff to monitor use of 
agrichemicals, but there is no proposal for external oversight. 
 
As a point of reference, the legacy Auckland City Council under its weed management policy 
established a Weed Management Group that did include community oversight, and it 
worked very well until it melted away with changes in council staff. We think it would be 
appropriate for a similar approach to be taken with this policy, and also that the results of 
the monitoring of agrichemical use be made public. The public has a right to know what 
agrichemicals are being used on public land and where they are being used. There have 
been many instances in the last couple of years where North Shore’s weed management 
policy has not been adhered to resulting in considerable upset in the Community. 
 
Further point on costs 
 
In the March 29, 1994, Report to the Works and Services Committee of the Auckland City 
Council, from the Works Co-ordinator: estimated increased costs of hot water method over 
chemical spraying over all the city is 40-100% for the equivalent result. This is very different 
to the 600-700 % increased cost for hot water referred to in the draft Operational Review. 
 
======================================================= 
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COSTINGS – Hana Blackmore 
 
As Meriel noted, it is the so called costings within this Review of the road corridor 
vegetation control that we believe must be thoroughly and independently reviewed and 
audited.   These costings, only in the form of a graph, are misleading, deceptive and 
inappropriate. That the figures provided by Auckland Transport to support this graph cannot 
be checked, authenticated and compared, is totally unacceptable.   
 
As noted from the Review, and I quote “whilst the cost of each method of vegetation 
control has been provided by Auckland Transport actual figures are withheld from the 
report to ensure that contractor confidentiality is protected.” 
 
This is the same excuse given to me last year when I questioned the claims from Auckland 
Transport’s RCM division that the indicative costs for alternative forms of vegetation control 
run between 653% to 780% of glyphosate costs.  
 
I won’t repeat the rude word one Councillor retorted to us when given these figures, but 
she was on Auckland City Council when their original weed management policy was passed, 
and she knows this is a nonsense.   
 
Not only is this legacy comparative cost information available, but we have talked with 
contractors that have used all the methods for which the costs are compared in this Review.  
In their frank view these figures are completely wrong.   
 
And it is important to note that costing comparisons are far from simple.  Without the FULL 
information for the basis of Transport’s figures, apples cannot be compared to apples.   
 

For example, vegetation contracts that are let on a performance basis to deliver a desired 
standard, as compared to delivering a prescribed number of sprays on a cyclic basis.  As any 
contractor knows, these costs will vary widely depending on the method being used as well 
as the product being used.   
 
It is also important to differentiate between the direct cost quoted by a contractor who 
does the actual work - (now a sub-contractor under AT) - and the figures quoted by the main 
contractors whose management of vegetation control is only one part of his full 
maintenance contract with AT.   
 
And it is this last point that raises huge concerns for us.  Are the figures being ‘quoted’ by 
Transport the NEW costs of implementing vegetation control on the roadsides under their 
own contracts?  Has the cost of this vegetation control doubled simply because it is no 
longer being directly contracted by the legacy cities but channelled through contractors and 
sub-contractors who will take out management fees and margins? 
 
All this has serious ramifications for this Review and their recommendations for 
implementing the new Weed Management Policy.   Without a properly referenced cost 
analysis of the direct and indirect costs of implementing any methodology for vegetation 
control, these so-called ‘figures’ provided  by Auckland Transport in this Review are 
specious. 
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In fact, although this Review is supposed to “consider alternative approaches to undertaking 
weed management and the financial implications of this” - (and there IS some really good 
positive proposals for parks and services in the review, which sets a great example) - there is 
NO alternatives considered for the road corridor. 
 
Indeed, perhaps the most serious ramification is whether Auckland Transport has any 
intention of co-operating with, let alone abiding by, the new Policy.  
 
As late as one month before RDOC adopted the Weed Management Policy, Transport went 
to the Parks & Heritage Forum to ask that vegetation control be taken out of the weed 
management policy.  This does not auger well for a desire to work with Council let alone 
provide a positive and thoughtful input into the process.  
 
-------------------------------------------- 
RESOLUTIONS PASSED BY E&S FORUM  
 

http://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/SiteCollectionDocuments/aboutcouncil/committees/envi

ronmentsustainabilityforum/meetings/environmentandsustainabilityforummin20130820.pdf 

Resolution number ES/2013/47  
MOVED by Cr W Walker, seconded Cr C Casey:  
That the Environment and Sustainability Forum  
a) receive the draft Auckland Council Weed Management Operational Review,  
dated 9 July 2013. 
 
b) refer the draft Auckland Council Weed Management Operational Review back  
to a working party for further revision, in particular to comply with the  
objectives, recommendations and directions from the Weed Management  
Policy, and request that the Weed Management Advisory Group be invited to  
provide input. 

c) request that consultation with Local Boards, the Rural Advisory Panel and  
external stakeholders be undertaken on the review findings with a view to  
producing an operational document for weed management for both Auckland  
Council internal operations and for community operations. 

d) recommend that Council ask Auckland Transport through its Statement of  
Intent to reduce the use of agrichemicals in the road corridor taking into  
account legacy arrangements, and ask Auckland Transport to provide  
comparative costings on road corridor weed management, in particular kerb and 
channel operations.  
 

http://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/SiteCollectionDocuments/aboutcouncil/committees/environmentsustainabilityforum/meetings/environmentandsustainabilityforummin20130820.pdf
http://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/SiteCollectionDocuments/aboutcouncil/committees/environmentsustainabilityforum/meetings/environmentandsustainabilityforummin20130820.pdf

