
Seeking the high 
ground - before we’re 

forced to… 

Beyond Reasonable Drought – Starborough-Flaxbourne Soil Conservation Project field day, May, 2008 

In 2005, The New Zealand Wine Company initiated a project to look into its              
sustainability programmes. The brief was fairly broad and included examining our     
existing efforts and net-casting to establish which areas – if any – were not being          
covered and what should be added.   
We then built what we called our “Economic Sustainability Model”, setting out how we 
would apply, use and benefit from this work. The most significant overall outcome of 
applying this model was achieved in September 2006, when the NZWC became the 
world’s first carboNZero winery. In the process, we learnt a thing or two about          
sustainability, and the need for more of it. We also benefited greatly from the               
international publicity we received. 
We adopted this definition of sustainability, early on in our work: 
“Sustainable development meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”   (World Commission 
on Environment and Development 1987).  
This statement is simple, understandable and implicit in its recognition of the need for 
an organisation (winery/farm) to remain in business. It was, and still is, a good starting 
point to develop from. 
Researching this presentation, I found the following recent quotes from media        
commentator, Rod Oram, useful in defining sustainability issues being faced by the 
farming industry: 
“Worldwide, food volume and prices are rising and consumers are becoming 
ever more sophisticated about the safety, quality and health benefits of the foods 
they eat.”  Sunday Star Times, 10/3/2008. 
“We're no longer one of the cheapest producers of agricultural commodities in 
the world,... and even if we were, we're running into absolute limits about how 
much of those commodities we can produce using current farming technology 
and environmental practices.”  Sunday Star Times, 27/4/2008. 
“The vast bulk of our primary sector research has always been focused on ways 
to achieve more efficient production. That role must continue to ensure          
commodity farming here remains competitive as long as possible and becomes             
environmentally sustainable.” Sunday Star Times, 19/3/2008. 
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These observations of the farming industry may have just started appearing in the 
newspaper, but all this talk about environmental practices and sustainability isn’t news: 

“This century may well be one of re-learning on a grand scale. We need to learn 
why it is  important to live within nature's limits, and to understand the many   
factors that contribute to   unsustainable practices and lifestyles … Is such a sea 
change in learning likely? Yes, because the first lappings of the turning tide are 
already with us ...”  “See Change: Learning and education for sustainability”,    
Dr J. Morgan Williams, recently retired New Zealand Parliamentary                  
Commissioner for the Environment , 2004. 

What may be new is the realisation that we need to get on with this re-learning, the 
public demand for this new knowledge, the potential rewards, and existing              
commitments to this “sea change” towards sustainability.   
"By investing in new capital, increasing skill levels, introducing new innovations, 
encouraging entrepreneurial activity and promoting natural resource              
management, (farmers) can achieve productivity growth, higher incomes and a 
better standard of living." Treasury secretary, John Whitehead.    

In my view, sustainability should not be a religion, should not be political and should not 
be seen as “alternate”. What could be more mainstream than managing our resources 
well and then passing them on to our kids in better condition than we found them? 

To finish, I quote myself in a television interview last year:   

Interviewer:  “So you think this “sustainability” thing is the way to go do you?” 

My answer: “Why, do you think the alternatives are better?” 

And that pretty much sums it up.  

 
 


