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Introduction
People and the environment: a complex relationship
We have a fundamental relationship with the environment: we both influence it and are influenced by
it. We influence it by the way we live, causing ‘pressures’ on the environment and changes in the
‘state’ of the environment. For example, our actions can cause changes in the quality or condition of
our soils, rivers or seas.
The other dimension of our relationship with the environment is how it influences us. We depend on
the environment and the benefits the environment provides us. Examples of these benefits include
food, energy, health, recreation and identity. These dependencies and benefits are often described as
‘ecosystem services’, as popularised by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment.

The importance of understanding the relationship
Given how deeply intertwined people and the environment are it is important that environmental
stewardship and related management decisions include consideration of our place within the
environment. At the same time, our efforts to protect and manage the environment should not be at
the expense of our own well-being. Well-being has a unique and important place in decision-making
in Aotearoa New Zealand. It is already an important basis for decisions on budgetary allocation and
investments and is used to evaluate government progress towards goals.

Challenges
Many efforts, many initiatives
Given this relationship between people and the environment a key question is “how well do we
currently understand this reciprocal relationship?” Our review reveals there are a large number of
initiatives that focus on aspects of environmental stewardship and well-being. Some are outlined in
Figure 1, with a summary of selected initiatives in Appendix 1.
When we look at the different initiatives and a) characterise their focus and b) classify the current
indicators used, we see that many initiatives focus on conceptualising or assessing only one part of
the system: either people, or the environment, but few on the interface between them. Furthermore,
our review suggests that there is a strong bias towards assessing environmental integrity and
degradation. This narrow focus can make it difficult for people to target restorative or protective
action, or even appreciate why it is necessary.
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Figure 1. Initiatives focusing on different aspects of environmental stewardship and well-being
In our conceptual view of the system (figure 1), we visualise how the environment (green cog) can
contribute to people and human wellbeing (orange cog) via ecosystem services. This is in contrast to
a Te Ao Māori view, which sees people within, not separate to, their environment. We are working to
build more of this approach into this framework.

Many terms, many concepts
Another challenge is that the initiatives often use slightly different terms and concepts (e.g. quality,
condition, impact, pressure), making their direct comparison difficult (see Table 1).
Table 1. Examples of some of the comparative terminology used across selected frameworks
NZ Environmental
Reporting framework
Driver [excluded from
reporting]
Pressure

Inter-governmental Platform on
Biodiversity & Ecosystem Services

EU Biodiversity framework [1]

Indirect driver

Driver

Direct driver

State

Nature or Natural Capital

Impact

Changes in Nature’s contribution to
people or
Ecosystem services

Pressure
Extent
Condition

Impact

Changes in Good quality of life,
human well-being or living in harmony
with nature

Changes in human well-being:
- Benefit
- Value

Response [excluded from
reporting]

- Institutions and indirect drivers
- Anthropogenic assets

Response

[1]

https://biodiversity.europa.eu/maes
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A passive, patchy evidence base
The initiatives we reviewed use a diverse set of data which are often inconsistently collected and used.
Many also rely on data that is already available, rather than actively seeking what is ideally needed.
This reliance on existing data was noted by the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (PCE)
in his recent review. A ‘passive’ or opportunistic approach to data collection, such as this, could
undermine our ability to make good decisions for environmental stewardship and well-being.
As Table 2 shows there is also a lack of coverage across indicators types, with most indicators being
‘state’ indicators, with some measures of ‘pressure’ and fewer measures of ‘impact’. This issue was
acknowledged in the Environment Aotearoa (2019) report. There are few indicators that cover impact
or human well-being, and even less that draw on Mātauranga Māori.
While some initiatives such as the Waikato Wellbeing project, the Living Standards Framework (LSF)
developed by The Treasury, and Indicators Aotearoa New Zealand (IANZ) led by Statistics NZ, have
attempted to bridge these gaps, there are still few indicators or data available outside of pressure and
state.
Table 2. Audit of indicators in selected initiatives
Driver

Pressure

State

Impact
(Ecosystem
services)

Impact
(Benefit)

Response

IANZ (Stats NZ)

0

4

19

7

5

0

Environmental
Reporting
(MfE/StatsNZ)

0

27

56

15

3

0

Living Standards
Framework
(Treasury)

0

1

1

2

2

0

Waikato Wellbeing
project (Regional
Council)

0

0

6

1

0

0

Initiative

Indicator

Insights from others
There is a huge opportunity to develop better environmental initiatives at both the global and local
scales, but this can only be achieved through understanding (and measuring) the relationship between
people and their environment. This opportunity is not only relevant to New Zealand—other countries
are working to bring this dual approach into their policymaking. For example, the Biodiversity Strategy
2020 from the European Union (EU) is based on an ecosystem assessment approach1, and the EU is
now considering the use of a System of Environmental Economic Accounting (SEEA) to ensure
indicators used to track the relationship between people and the environment are relevant, credible,
robust and traceable over time.
Recently, the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) extended the ecosystem services concept to a notion of ‘Nature’s Contribution to People’. This
conceptual framing acknowledges the diverse worldviews of people’s connection with nature, and
encompasses indigenous and local knowledge. This framing may be beneficial in recognising New
Zealand’s biculturalism and integrating the value of Te Ao Māori perspectives into this new method of
decision-making.
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Recommendations
A window of opportunity
Our preliminary analysis suggests we could advance a more integrated, robust and strategic approach
to environmental stewardship, but one that is compassionate and accounts for human well-being. To
do this we would need to bring together a conceptual framework that links environment (pressure,
state, impact) with the desired outcomes for people (well-being). This in turn is more likely to foster
an effective, responsible and balanced response. This is the goal of our project ‘Well-being and
environmental stewardship: advancing the conversation through an evidence-based approach’.
Many of those we consulted with were keen not only on this approach, but also having the right
indicators or evidence base to link environment and people. This builds on work already underway,
including research initiatives such as the Health Research Council’s research focus on ‘responding to
environmental impacts on human health’. Recommendations made in recent reports also point to
the need for this new approach –including Environment Aotearoa 2019, the recent PCE review of the
Environmental Reporting Act, Treasury’s new Wellbeing Report (required by the Public Finance Act),
and the potential Amendments to Local Government Act and the Resource Management Act.

What would it take?
Based on our initial findings, we propose developing the logic that links environment to people (the
place where the two cogs meet in the diagram). Indicators will be developed along a pathway that
identifies how the state of environment matters to our well-being. In contrast to previous initiatives,
the focus is on identifying the indicators based on what is needed, rather than purely on what is
already available.

Resource Management Act
Policy initiatives
Circular economy
Community/Regional
Council initiatives

Establishing the logic that links
environment to well-being
Living standards
framework
Indicators Aotearoa NZ

Stepping forward
We have developed a prototype process to explore the link between the environment and well-being
(i.e. people), including the approach to identify appropriate indicators. We plan to test this approach
in Phase 2 of the project.
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Appendix 1. Initiatives purpose, scale and targeted audience.

Initiative

Purpose

Scale

Audience

NZ Environmental
reporting

To provide evidence base to know what impact we are having
on the environment

National

Public, policy makers,
businesses

NZ Planetary Boundaries

To raise awareness on NZ’s contribution to global issues

Global to national

General public, policy makers

Resource Management Act
(RMA), National Policy
Statement (NPS)

To promote the sustainable management of natural and
physical resources

National to local

Natural resource managers
(farmers, local governments)

Indicators Aotearoa NZ
(IANZ)

To provide statistically robust data for other initiatives (SOE,
Living standards)

National

Central government, general
public

Circular economy

To “ensure we can unmake everything we make” by promoting
waste minimisation initiatives

Industry

Businesses

Intergovernmental
Platform on Biodiversity &
Ecosystem Services (IPBES)

To provide evidence base to know what impact we are having
on the environment and how it affects human well-being

Global

Policy makers

Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG)

To provide a blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable
future, addressing global challenges (poverty, inequality,
environmental degradation, prosperity, peace and justice)

Global and industry

Policy makers, businesses

System of Environmental
Economic Accounting
(SEEA)

To provide a statistical system to measure condition of the
environment and contribution of the environment to the
economy, and impact of the economy on the environment

National

Policy makers, central
government

Living Standards
framework (LSF)

To strengthen the robustness and rigour of Treasury’s advice
about lifting living standards, beyond a healthy economy

National

Policy makers
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