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Introduction 

 

1. My name is David William Parker. I have been requested by the Otago 

Fish and Game Council to present evidence on the application to amend 

the Water Conservation (Kawarau) Order 1997 (the Application), and am 

doing so in my personal capacity. 

 

2. I am currently a list Member of Parliament resident in Dunedin.  From 

2002 to 2005 I was the MP for the then Otago electorate.  During the 

2005 to 2008 Parliamentary term, I held various portfolios including being 

Minister of Energy and Minister for Land Information. 

 

3. For the record, I declare the following earlier relevant interests: 

 

a. In the early 1990s I acted as legal counsel for the initial hearing 

that led to the original Order, before a committee of the National 

Water and Soil Conservation Authority. 

 

b. I had knowledge about the current Application both as Minister of 

Energy and Minister for Land Information.  

 

c. As Minister of Energy, I approved the submission made by the 

Ministry of Economic Development (MED) to the Special Tribunal 

(Tribunal) outlining the government’s energy objectives for the 

Tribunal’s consideration.  

 

Summary of Evidence 
 
4. My evidence will address New Zealand’s energy policy settings, their 

environmental context, and the contribution that hydro electricity from a 

scheme on the Nevis River might make to New Zealand’s energy future.  

The importance or otherwise of that potential contribution is relevant to 
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whether or not the Application should be granted, as it is one of the 

factors to be taken into account by the Tribunal in making its decision.  

 

5. My evidence will include reference to:  

 

a. New Zealand Energy Strategy to 2050: 

 

i. implications of the target of 90% renewable electricity 

generation by 2025;  

 

ii. types of new renewable generation, and their costs and 

environmental effects; 

 

iii. emerging renewable generation technologies. 

 

b. Proposed National Policy Statement for Renewable Electricity 

Generation: 

 

i. renewable electricity benefits and adverse environmental 

effects; 

 

ii. reversibility of proposed generation technologies; 

 

iii. hierarchy of preference among renewable technologies. 

 

c. Potential Nevis hydro generation in context: 

 

i. relative importance of a contribution of 45 MW to national 

electricity supply should the Nevis River be dammed for 

electricity generation; 

 

ii. existing contribution from the Otago/Southland region to 

national electricity supply, and the relative associated 

environmental burden; 
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iii. planned increases in Otago/Southland contribution to 

national electricity supply. 

 

MED submission 
 
6. The MED submission, which neither supports nor opposes the 

Application, provides the following information:  

 

a. The Nevis River has hydro generation potential, which if 

developed would help ensure security of supply through 

diversification in electricity production methods, and by generating 

electricity in a manner that avoids greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

b. It is important that opportunities for new hydro generation are 

preserved and are not unduly constrained. 

 

c. Energy developments should not occur at any cost and when 

considering the development of new renewable electricity 

generation activities, decision-makers must have regard to the 

adverse environmental effects associated with proposed 

generation technologies. 

 

d. A hydro scheme on the Nevis would make a modest contribution 

to increased generation capacity required to satisfy demand.  

 

e. This contribution may need to be seen in the context of the 

significant amount of existing hydro generation development in the 

Otago-Southland region, noting that a number of other rivers in the 

region have been used for irrigation purposes. 
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f. While the 90% by 2025 renewable electricity target would be met 

by some new hydro generation, the majority of new renewable 

generation is expected to be wind or geothermal, which are likely 

to be more economic to develop than hydro to meet electricity 

demand for the foreseeable future.   

 
Energy policy documents  
 
7. Electricity is, of course, an important utility upon which New Zealanders 

and our economy rely.  Electricity policy balances various interests 

including security of supply, economic cost, and environmental effects. 

 

8. Written electricity policy is found in a number of Acts of Parliament, 

regulations, and policy documents.  That policy is implemented though the 

efforts of a number of participants, including: 

a. MED; 

b. the Electricity Commission; 

c. the Commerce Commission; 

d. the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Authority; 

e. Transpower New Zealand Ltd (owner and operator of the national 

grid); 

f. local lines companies (owners and operators of local lines); 

g. electricity generators and electricity retailers; 

h. decision-makers under the RMA, including district and regional 

councils and special tribunals such as this.  

 

9. The instruments which guide their actions include the: 

a. Electricity Act 1992; 

b. Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA); 

c. Commerce Act 1986; 

d. Climate Change Response Act 2002; 

e. Climate Change Response (Emissions Trading) Amendment Act 

2008; 

f. New Zealand Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy (2007); 
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g. New Zealand Energy Strategy to 2050 (2007); 

h. Proposed National Policy Statement for Renewable Electricity 

Generation, being made under the RMA (2008); 

i. Electricity Commission’s Statement of Opportunities (2008); 

j. Transpower New Zealand Ltd’s Annual Planning Report (2009); 

k. Government Policy Statement on Electricity Governance (2009). 
 

10. In this evidence I will endeavour to explain the effect of those instruments 

in the context of the Tribunal’s inquiry.  I will identify forecast electricity 

demand.  I will also discuss forecast electricity supply.  This will include 

information about the estimated quantity and relative cost of various 

alternative sources of new supply available over the coming decades, as 

well as information on a number of projects in the consent process. 

 

New Zealand Energy Strategy to 2050 
 

11. The New Zealand Energy Strategy to 2050 (NZES) lays out a path to a 

sustainable low emissions energy system.  The NZES sets a target of 

90% of New Zealand’s electricity being generated from renewable 

sources by 2025, compared with about 65% at present.  Recent and 

current renewable investment is increasing this proportion.  

 

12. In reaching the 90% renewable target, the NZES points to the need to 

pursue both:  

a. cost-effective energy efficiency and conservation; and    

b. increased renewable electricity generation while safeguarding the 

environment.  

 

13. The New Zealand Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy is 

complementary to the NZES.  It will assist in reaching the 90% renewable 

target by keeping the rate of growth in electricity demand in check.  This 

will involve lifting the rate of improvement in energy efficiency, and 

increasing the uptake of energy conservation measures. 
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14. All types of electricity generation carry environmental costs, including 

renewable technologies.  Fossil fuelled thermal produces substantial 

quantities of greenhouse gas emissions.  Hydro affects river environments 

and inundates land.  Wind has landscape effects.  Geothermal produces 

generally low levels of greenhouse gas emissions and localised 

landscape effects.  

 

15. The NZES recognises that all types of energy generation have some 

adverse environmental effects, but that proposals with unacceptable 

adverse effects should not proceed.  That includes some economically 

viable projects that should not proceed because of local environmental 

effects.  This approach is independent of, but consistent with, the 

underlying principles of the RMA.   

 

16. Table 9.1 in the NZES (page 73) shows economic potential new 

renewable electricity believed (in 2007) to be technically capable of 

development at costs of less that 9 c/kWh.  Some 26,100 GWh/yr of 

potential supplied energy is identified – of which 43% is geothermal, 35% 

wind, and 22 % hydro.  [See Attachment 1]  This does not of course imply 

that all of this is consentable or would proceed, but it does indicate the 

scale of New Zealand renewable resource.     

 

17. By way of context, the 26,100 GWh/yr of potential renewable electricity is 

about equivalent to current renewable production, and compares with 

current total electricity production of around 40,000 GWh/yr.  

 

18. Figure 5.7 in the NZES (page 38) graphs the typical costs for new 

electricity generation of different types.  It shows that New Zealand is 

blessed with an abundance of new electricity generation options.  It shows 

substantial quantities of wind and geothermal generation are expected to 

provide relatively low cost contributions to supply.  [See Attachment 2]  

Renewables investment behaviour by generators is evidence of the 

soundness of this graph.   
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19. The Electricity Commission provides an annual assessment of generation 

projects at different planning and development stages in its annual 

Statement of Opportunities report, or SOO.  This is relevant to both the 

Commission’s oversight of transmission investment and its role in 

monitoring security of supply. 

 

20. Appendix 3 of the Electricity Commission’s 2008 Briefing to the Incoming 

Minister lists the large number of new generation projects under 

construction, consented or in the consent process. [See Attachment 3]  

This information is based on analysis done by the Electricity Commission 

for the 2008 SOO. 

 

Forecast electricity demand and supply being developed 
 

21. New Zealand currently has around 6300 MW of renewable generation 

capacity, and 2900 MW of fossil fuel generation.  Approximately 3200 MW 

of additional generation capacity is expected to be required by 2025 to 

meet electricity demand growth of around 22% by then, and to maintain 

security of supply [See Reference 1]   That forecast is based on the NZES 

projection that electricity demand will grow at around 1.3% per annum 

over the period.  The NZES says (at page 72) that: 

 

"It is worth noting that this projected growth is significantly lower 

than recent historic levels of growth (around two per cent per 

annum). Improved energy efficiency throughout the economy will 

lower the growth in demand, but a significant amount of new 

capacity is still expected to be needed." 

 

22. Expected increases in demand are based on economic and population 

forecasts prepared for the Treasury.  While for the purposes of this 

evidence, I have assumed those forecasts remain valid, the recession in 

New Zealand and overseas may mean that economic growth assumptions 

are likely to err on the high side rather than on the low side. 
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23. On the supply side, there is currently about 5600 MW of additional 

electricity capacity either under construction, consented or in the consent 

process.  A Nevis River scheme is not included in the prospective projects 

identified by the Electricity Commission.  [See Attachment 3]   

 

24. Of course, not all of the 5600 MW will be consented or built, while some 

will replace obsolete plant, mainly thermal.  Most remaining thermal plant 

is in the case of gas quite new, and in the case of coal significantly 

refurbished.  It is likely that remaining coal-fired plant will be used less 

(e.g. in times of winter peak or dry years) rather than be closed down in 

the short to medium term.  In the case of geothermal, Wairakei (160 MW) 

will be replaced by Te Mihi (220 MW).  

 

25. The 5600 MW figure gives a significant level of comfort about future 

generation options. The mix of generation types is informative.  Most is 

wind and geothermal, with a decreasing reliance on new hydro compared 

with the past. 

 

26. Wind power has come of age in the last decade and is now cost 

competitive.  Geothermal in New Zealand is abundant and under-

developed.  Geothermal can provide stable base load at very high 

capacity factors.  It was uneconomic for some decades because of 

cheaper alternatives that relied upon volumes and prices for Maui gas 

which no longer apply.  

 

27. Geothermal is experiencing a renaissance following those decades of low 

activity, as illustrated by the recent commissioning of the 100 MW 

Kawerau geothermal station, the current construction of Rotokawa 2 (130 

MW), and the net gain of about 60 MW that will result from Te Mihi.  The 

increasing contribution of geothermal is reflected in Transpower’s decision 

to upgrade the capacity of the “Wairakei ring” so that substantial 

increases in geothermal electricity from this area can be exported 

elsewhere via the grid.  
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28. The world is transiting to low carbon electricity.  Emerging technologies 

are being developed and are having billions of dollars invested in them 

annually.  They include photovoltaics, carbon capture from fossil fuel used 

in electricity generation, solar concentration, marine generation, and deep 

(“hot-rock”) geothermal. 

 

29. Over the next two decades we can be confident that a number of these 

technologies will become economic, as wind has over the last decade.  In 

the meantime, New Zealand has ample wind and geothermal to rely upon.  

We do not need to dam even more rivers to maintain security or on 

account of price. 

 

Proposed NPS for Renewable Electricity Generation  
 

30. The proposed National Policy Statement for Renewable Electricity 

Generation (proposed NPS) was identified in the NZES as being needed.  

The proposed NPS has been prepared and is currently under 

consideration by a Board of Inquiry established under the RMA, and is 

intended to provide guidance to consent authorities on the national 

benefits of renewable energy.  Its objective is:  

 

"To recognise the national significance of renewable electricity 

generation by promoting the development, upgrading, 

maintenance and operation of new and existing renewable 

electricity generation activities, such that 90 percent of New 

Zealand's electricity will be generated from renewable sources by 

2025 (based on delivered electricity in an average hydrological 

year)." 

 

31. The preamble to the proposed NPS recognises the dilemma that can 

arise between providing renewable electricity supply on the one hand, but 

causing adverse environmental effects on the other – a dilemma made 

more acute when the supply benefit is national and the adverse 
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environmental effect local.  The proposed NPS suggests a nationally 

consistent approach to balancing these values.  The preamble says:  

 

"Development that increases renewable electricity generation 

capacity can, however, have environmental effects that span local, 

regional and national scales, often with adverse effects 

manifesting locally and positive effects manifesting nationally. …  

 

In particular, the natural resources from which electricity is 

generated can coincide with areas of significant natural character, 

significant amenity values, historic heritage, outstanding natural 

features and landscapes, significant Indigenous vegetation and 

significant habitats of indigenous fauna. Adopting a nationally 

consistent approach to balancing the competing values associated 

with the development of New Zealand's renewable energy 

resources will provide greater certainty to decision-makers, 

applicants, and the wider community." 

 

32. Policy 3 (of five) in the proposed NPS particularly relates to the approach 

required in balancing values in the current Application.  Policy 3 says: 

 

"When considering proposals to develop new renewable electricity 

generation activities, decision-makers must have particular regard 

to the relative degree of reversibility of the adverse environmental 

effects associated with proposed generation technologies." 

 

33. While considering the proposed NPS in March 2008, Cabinet recorded a 

minute in which it:  

 

"noted that judgements will be required when considering how 

much emphasis should be given to alternative sources of 

renewable energy, based on their respective environmental 

effects, e.g. geothermal compared with wind compared with 

hydro." 
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34. This Cabinet minute indicates a general hierarchy of preference among 

renewable technologies – it is expected that geothermal would generally 

be better environmentally than wind, and wind generally better than hydro.  

This order is reflected in the reversibility principle articulated in Policy 3.   

 

35. For practical purposes, the adverse environmental effects of hydro 

development involving damming are permanent.  They are not reversible 

within any reasonable timespan, unlike most of the effects of wind and 

geothermal. 

 

36. Policy 3 and the Cabinet minute are compatible with achieving the 90% 

renewable electricity target.  As noted above, the majority of new 

renewable generation needed to reach the 90 percent renewable target 

will be wind or geothermal, for a combination of economic and 

environmental reasons.     

 
Potential Nevis hydro generation in context 
 

37. A hydro scheme on the Nevis could generate up to 45 MW.  [See 

Reference 1]  This would make only a modest contribution to the 3200 

MW increased generation capacity required by 2025 (about 1.5% of the 

increase, or 0.35% of total capacity at that time).   

 

38. There is already substantial hydro generation in the Otago/Southland 

region, with more expected from capacity increases for the Clyde and 

Roxburgh generation stations.  [See Reference 5, page 311]  Further 

hydro development, particularly on the Nevis, would further permanently 

compromise remaining natural river values in the region.   

 

39. At 1688 MW, the Otago/Southland region currently has about 19% of New 

Zealand’s total operational electricity generation capacity.  This 

generation usually contributes a major part of total South Island 

generation and exceeds local demand. The South Canterbury region, 
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focused around the Waitaki catchment, makes a similar contribution to 

national generation capacity. [See Reference 5, pages 311, 295]   

 

40. In addition to existing capacity, new generation projects for 1103 MW in 

the Otago/Southland region are under construction, consented or in the 

consent process.  That represents nearly 20% of the national total of new 

projects.  The increasing capacity in Otago/Southland is mainly wind, by 

way of TrustPower’s Mahinerangi project (200 MW, consented) and 

Meridian Energy’s Project Hayes (630 MW, consent under appeal).  And 

on the Waitaki, Meridian Energy’s North Bank Tunnel hydro scheme (up 

to 280 MW) now has its water consents approved though under appeal.  

[See Attachment 3]   

 

41. The Water Conservation (Kawarau) Order 1997 protects outstanding 

intrinsic and amenity values in the Nevis River.  However, as it stands, the 

Order could allow inundation of a specified stretch of the Nevis River if 

certain conditions were met.  The application seeks a prohibition on 

damming the river, along with conditions on minimum flows.  I understand 

that the application is being made in light of increased knowledge of 

values in the Nevis since the original Order was finalised in 1997.  

 

42. It is reasonable to ask whether the Otago/Southland region has already 

made a sufficient contribution of its natural river values to the national 

interest of secure electricity supply.  I think it unfair – and unnecessary – 

for the burden on the region’s natural river values to be increased.  This is 

particularly the case with the Nevis where those values have been 

recognised by way of the existing Order, and where a hydro scheme 

would little difference to the country’s overall electricity supply.  

 

43. In short, achieving the 90% by 2025 renewable electricity target does not 

require every last river to be dammed.  Nor for that matter does it require 

every last ridgeline to have wind turbines built on it, but that point is not 

near (and the effects of wind generation are generally more reversible 

than those of hydro dams).   
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44. The relative value of things changes over time.  The value of hydro used 

to be relatively higher than it is now because there was little other 

economic renewable generation available.  When the hearings on the 

original Order were being conducted, wind power was undeveloped and 

new geothermal was not economic.  Yet in the last quarter of 2008, wind 

contributed 3% of total electricity supply (i.e. GWh) while geothermal 

contributed 11% (MED New Zealand Energy Quarterly). 

 

45. And by 2025, other emerging technologies may have been mainstreamed 

and continue to relieve pressure for generation capacity that irreversibly 

modifies natural values, as well as enabling New Zealand to use 

predominantly renewable electricity  generation for even longer. 

 

46. The relative value of unmodified rivers has now gone up because there 

are fewer of them, and those that remain are becoming an increasingly 

scarce resource.  They also face increasing pressure from irrigation.  

They do not need to be sacrificed in the interests of renewable energy 

production.  The water in a river is renewable, but a river ecosystem once 

dammed is not. 

 

47. The relative value of the Nevis as an unmodified Otago river also 

increased recently in light of the decision by the Minister of Conservation 

to exclude part of the upper Manuherikia River from the proposed Oteake 

Conservation Park, in order to facilitate potential future access to the 

lignite deposit that lies beneath the river basin floor.  This decision was 

made despite such lowland environments being a national priority for 

protection and the upper Manuherikia being an outstanding landscape in 

the Central Otago District Plan. 
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48. I note that the Contact Energy Ltd submission on the Application asks the 

Tribunal (at paragraph 39) to:  

 

"have particular regard to the Proposed Renewables NPS and the 

NZES and recognise the role that renewable generation, including 

any potential hydro electric scheme on the Nevis River, will play in 

New Zealand’s future.  To that end, it is not appropriate to prohibit 

damming on the Nevis River or [make] the additional amendments 

the application seeks." 

 

49. Statements of this nature reflect an overly simplistic analysis of the NZES 

and proposed NPS.  They overlook the environmental objectives which 

are central to those documents, and the range of renewable energy 

alternatives identified in the NZES.  To say that the prospect of damming 

the Nevis must be kept open because of the NZES or climate change or 

energy security – and despite the modest contribution this would make to 

national electricity supply – is to misunderstand the NZES, the proposed 

NPS, and indeed the RMA. 

 
Conclusion 
 
50. In conclusion, I suggest to the Tribunal that it ought not to decline the 

Application because of the Nevis River’s hydro potential, which is 

relatively insignificant. 

 

51. The Tribunal’s decision on the Application should rest foremost upon 

whether it believes the applicant has demonstrated the outstanding values 

which are a prerequisite to the granting of the Application. 
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Attachments 
 

1 New Zealand Energy Strategy to 2050, October 2007 (NZES), page 73, 

Table 9.1  

 

2 NZES, page 38, Figure 5.7 

 

3 Briefing to the Incoming Minister, Electricity Commission, November 

2008, Appendix 3 
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