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Introduction 
 
Organics Aotearoa New Zealand Incorporated (OANZ) is charged with providing 
coordination, leadership and strategy to New Zealand’s organic sector.  OANZ brings 
together in one umbrella organisation the full spectrum of organic sector participants 
including producers, merchants, exporters, researchers, certifiers, educators and community 
initiatives that touch the health and well-being of consumers and their environment. 
 
The membership of OANZ comprises: 

• The Soil and Health Association of New Zealand Incorporated 
• Te Waka Kai Ora Incorporated (representing indigenous organic growers) 
• Organic Products Exporters of New Zealand Incorporated (OPENZ) 
• The BioDynamic Farming and Gardening Association in New Zealand Incorporated  
• The New Zealand Biological Producers & Consumers Society Incorporated (BioGro) 
• AgriQuality Limited 
• New Zealand Certified Organic Kiwifruit Growers Association Incorporated (COKA) 
• The Organic Dairy Producers Group Incorporated (ODPG) 
• The Organic Pipfruit Growers Association of New Zealand Incorporated 
• Organic Farm New Zealand Incorporated 

 
OANZ’s role is to promote organic production and trade, and to represent the organic sector 
of New Zealand both nationally and internationally. 
 
OANZ congratulates the Soil Association for taking the initiative in bringing the issue of the 
environmental impact of air freight of organic products to the forefront of debate within the 
international organic community. 
 
The discussion paper itself identifies many of the complex issues that surround the 
sustainability of the global food trade, particularly when that trade is by air. The issues are not 
peculiar to air freight, however, and OANZ strongly believes that a principled approach to 
analysing carbon footprints – and carbon equivalent effects of other emissions – throughout 
the whole of the food chain is required. 
 
The New Zealand Position 
 
New Zealand has a population of approximately four million people occupying a largely 
fertile country the size of the United Kingdom.  With a benign climate and ample water, we 
produce far more meat, wool, dairy products, fruit and wine than we need ourselves. From the 
1890s, with the advent of refrigerated ships, New Zealand has exported its surplus production 
first to the UK and Europe – and now to all parts of the world. 



 

 
 
 

 
It is no understatement to say that New Zealand’s export trade in primary products underpins 
our entire economy, and that without this trade New Zealand’s status as a developed country 
would be almost impossible to maintain. 
 
It will be clear to the Soil Association therefore that should the concept of “food miles”, or 
any similarly limited approach, be considered as the primary measure of acceptability for 
organic commodities – or any commodities for that matter – it would be an issue of serious 
concern to New Zealand. 
 
OANZ considers that the idea that “food miles” should be considered as the sole measure of 
sustainability (as the Soil Association is now seeking – even though at this stage only in 
relation to air freight) is a seriously flawed concept. Indeed, in our view, the use of food miles 
as any measure of sustainability can only be seen as a mechanism that will do nothing to 
achieve the major objective of a sustainable food chain from producer to consumer. 
 
As the Soil Association’s discussion paper points out, air freight is the fastest growing mode 
of food transport.  For New Zealand the amount of food products transported by air represents 
only a tiny fraction of our overall food exports, but that fraction is likely to grow. 
 
The airline industry is producing ever bigger, faster and more fuel efficient aeroplanes that 
clearly have the ability to transport greater and greater amounts of produce.  For that reason 
alone it is timely that we consider what principles should underlie decisions on how we 
determine the acceptability of modes of transport.  Issues of protectionism and trade barriers 
have no place in such a debate.  Sustainability and the carbon footprint of the product – 
including as one factor its transport to the consumer – must be the drivers. 
 
The Organic Principles involved 
 
To quote the Soil Association paper: 
 

“Organic farming is founded on principles of health, ecology, fairness, care for the 
environment and care for the well-being of current and future generations.” 

 
Although care for the environment is only one of the principles set out, it is arguably the most 
important and the others are really consequential on achieving a healthy and sustainable 
environment. We agree that we cannot continue to release carbon and other greenhouse gasses 
into the atmosphere at the rate we have done for the past 150 years. The real question is how 
to achieve a lower, manageable carbon footprint, while also meeting the varying needs and 
aspirations of all the global communities – and what is the role of organic production and 
organic standards in achieving it? 
 
‘Buy seasonal and local’ is a fundamental chorus line for organic production, but the way the 
world is currently structured, that is not a realistic goal for New Zealand’s organic production 
if we are going to do more than supply our own domestic market. Nor is it necessarily true for 
the more densely populated parts of the globe.  
 
Well publicised research by Lincoln University in New Zealand has demonstrated that lamb 
raised in New Zealand on clover rich pasture and shipped 17,600 kilometres to the UK 
produced, on a whole of life cycle analysis, approximately 567 kilograms of carbon dioxide 
emissions per ton – compared with 2,844 kilograms of carbon dioxide emissions per ton for 



 

 
 
 

lamb produced in the UK. While these figures are for non-organic production, and research 
remains lacking for comparable figures particular to organics, they clearly illustrate that the 
number of miles something travels is not a good guide to the amount of carbon dioxide 
emitted. 
 
Some related issues also become relevant and are dealt with in the Soil Association paper.  
The principal one is trade with developing nations.  The fundamental basis for the “fair trade” 
movement is to assist primary producers in developing nations’ access to world markets and 
to help them receive a fair return for their produce.  Restrictions on the transport of such 
products based on “food miles” or similar arguments will damage one worthy goal – the 
development of the third world – in order to meet another, the protection of the planet from 
undue climate change. 
 
If we are to make an exception for the developing world and compromise our efforts on 
climate change to ensure fair development, but to exclude the developed world from that 
exception, then the long term risk is that developed countries which remain heavily dependent 
on primary production – such as New Zealand – will be unfairly penalised. 
 
The Organics Aotearoa New Zealand Position 
 
OANZ considers that the relevant measure of sustainability must be the net carbon footprint 
of a product taken over the whole of its life cycle.  The damaging impacts of air transport 
should be considered in context of the whole production and transport systems, and efforts 
should be made to reduce the environmental impact of the whole system. 
 
The goal for acceptability must be carbon neutrality using the whole of life cycle analysis, but 
also taking into account any relevant carbon set off undertaken by the producer (including 
carbon sequestration in the production process).  Additional to the production process, the 
transporter – or indeed any participant in the food chain up to, and perhaps including, the end 
consumer – may be prepared to pay for the carbon credits necessary to achieve carbon 
neutrality for a particular product. 
 
The process of achieving carbon neutrality in this way will, we believe, create a much more 
tangible link between each stage of the food chain and the end consumer.  Labelling with the 
relevant information will enable the consumer to identify not only the place of origin, but also 
some detail about the means of production and the process by which the product reached its 
destination. The restoration of this link between producer and consumer, which has been a 
casualty of modern industrial society, will allow consumers to identify much more closely 
with the farmer or grower who has produced the food – wherever that may have been in the 
world.    
 
The Organic Production Rules 
 
While it is important to look at the carbon impact of food transport and to consider how 
standards might be developed to seek neutrality, that is only one aspect of the problem of 
energy consumption and carbon emissions that the organic sector needs to consider. Indeed in 
our view it is not the most important. 
 
The current discussion has arisen out of the somewhat emotive “food miles” argument which, 
in turn, was promoted by producers wanting to protect their own patch. This argument never 
addresses the real issue of greenhouse gas emissions. Indeed it was a diversion from it by 



 

 
 
 

producers whose production methods in terms of energy consumption could not withstand 
scrutiny – particularly when compared with the far more efficient production systems of 
countries like New Zealand. 
 
What we do need to focus on in our organic standards are processes and systems that will 
move the means of production themselves towards carbon neutrality.  
 
Currently, while the lack of synthetic chemical use in organic systems makes them about a 
third more energy efficient (on average) than conventional systems, they are still far from 
carbon neutral. Organic producers still use at least as much “on-farm” fossil fuel, both 
directly and through electricity, as conventional producers.  In some cases, more energy is 
required where additional cultivation is undertaken to manage weeds. 
 
How this issue should be approached is not easy. While it is possible to devise “on-farm” 
energy sources such as methane or ethanol, they inevitably use raw material which previously 
would have formed part of other processes such as composting. Solar and wind power are 
obvious sources of electrical energy that the production rules can encourage and – as 
technology develops – require, but much more research is needed to find suitable alternative 
fuels for the heavier on-farm machinery.  
 
Summary 
  
The carbon consequences of air freighting organic (or any) food products are an important 
issue for the organic sector to address. However the fact that a product has been air freighted 
is not in itself a reason to assume that it has an unacceptable carbon footprint and should lose 
organic certification. What needs to be examined is the carbon footprint of the product 
measured over its whole life cycle and taking into account any related carbon offsets. 
 
The assessment of that “carbon footprint” and the communication of it to consumers will be a 
powerful way of re-establishing a link in the food chain which has been lost in modern 
industrial society.  It will in itself act as an incentive for producers to strive for the most 
energy efficient means of production.  It may also become a powerful reason for conventional 
producers to move to organic systems. 
 
The organic sector must address the energy use within current production systems and 
develop ways in which farms and production units can achieve self sufficient and carbon 
neutral energy sources within those systems. 
 
Finally, Organics Aotearoa New Zealand would like to expresses our gratitude to the Soil 
Association for this opportunity to contribute to this very important debate. 
 
 
Derek Broadmore 
September 2007 


