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Newsletter 
  
Editorial 
 

By its nature SOC’s membership has a 
remarkable breadth of singular 
interests, and a substantial pool of 
collective knowledge and experience. 
Common to all of us – in broad terms – 
is probably the growing view that, if 
substantial adjustments are not made to 
the way we live, humankind is heading 
along the path to self-destruction - 
whilst at the same time taking much 
else with it. 
 

The New Scientist (3 October '09 issue) 
explores climate change effects in this 
context, one part of which is (p14) ά! 
World 4o/ ²ŀǊƳŜǊέΣ with another being 
(p32): ά9ŀǊǘƘΥ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳŜōŀŎƪΧΦ  LŦ ƻǳǊ 
civilisation collapsed in an orgy of run-
away warming, could the planet 
recover?”  
 

At this stage the answer to the latter 
question is, of course, for us at this 
stage largely academic. But of particular 
interest is the fact that a growing body 
of credible science is being drawn 
toward the view that one way or 
another we have messed up badly. 
Really, really, badly – to the extent that 
the term Anthropocene was coined (ten 
years ago by Paul Crutzen) on the basis 
that human impacts on global systems 
are so great that we are creating a new 
geological epoch.   
 

This presents the SOC committee with a 
problem: confronted with the sheer 
magnitude of this potential scenario 
how can we be most effective, given our 
limited resources? Does the committee 
focus on a manageable (which means 
small) number of single-issue concerns, 

or does it take a more generalist, holistic 
view and try to work from there? 
 

The dilemma is that if the big picture is 
left alone then small, single-issue, 
contributions toward sustainability are 
likely to be rendered meaningless by 
business-as-usual thinking and the 
closed, linear, systems that are derived 
from, and support, that way of 
behaving. But dealing with the big 
picture is clearly impossible. So is there 
a middle way? 
 

Sustainable Aotearoa New Zealand Inc 
(SANZ – not to be confused with the 
Standards Association of New Zealand) 
has produced a very informative and 
compelling booklet which sets out an 
argument for Strong Sustainability. The 
authors accept that there are limits to 
what we, in New Zealand, can do in 
terms of influencing the rest of the 
world but they do suggest that we can 
take actions locally which would be of 
benefit to us, and that we could also 
work with like-minded countries. 
 

This then might be the middle way for 
SOC – with the big picture always in 
mind as a point of reference, work with 
local issues on as many fronts as 
resources allow, and, as actively as 
possible, support relevant local 
initiatives. 
 

One might argue that this equates to 
moving into survival mode, and 
preparing ourselves accordingly.  
               Roger Buck 
References: 
SANZ website: www.phase2.org 
New Scientist article: 
www.newscientist.com/article/dn17864  

http://www.phase2.org/
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn17864
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Touring the Great Perimeter 
Walkway... of Christchurch! 
 

Why travel to distant places by car or air 
to seek interesting landscape and 
wildlife, when there are little known 
delights available here on our  
Christchurch city doorstep?  
 
On 4th November SOC and Living Streets 
members are jointly hosting a talk with 
slides by distinguished Landcare 
Research ecologist and walker Colin 
Meurk, about The Perimeter Walkway 
of Christchurch. This fascinating route 
around the city is walked regularly by an 
award-winning group of amateur and 
professional naturalists associated with 
Forest and Bird and SOC, and usually led 
by Colin. It reveals great diversity of 
regenerating and human-modified 
habitats, supporting many species of 
plants and their associated wildlife.  
 
Christchurch city is rich in biodiversity, 
once you know where to look, and it 
also has some great walking tracks 
around its perimeter, which are much 
more accessible to city residents than, 
for example, the National Parks.   
  

Colin Meurk 

 
 
Colin's group of walkers received a 
national Golden Foot Award this year 

from Living Streets Aotearoa, in 
recognition of their contribution to 
walking recreation, alongside nature 
interpretation and sustainability.  
 

Celia Wade-Brown of Living Streets Aotearoa meets 
Mike Brosnan from the Perimeter Walkway team, at 
the 2009 Award ceremony in Wellington Town Hall.  

  
It is a walking route offering multiple 
opportunities, which the City Council is, 
at last, recognising in its policy 
development.  
 
Hear the Perimeter Walkway story, see 
pictures of some of the varied 
landscapes and plants, and find out how 
you can enjoy it too -  at the WEA hall, 
7pm, Wednesday 4 November 2009.   
 
Gold coin suggested towards hall and 
tea costs.  No need to book with our 
Secretary unless you are bringing a large 
group.  See you there. 
 
              Rhys Taylor 
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---Opinion--- 
 

The Relevance of Design ς Our 
Cities and Your Toothbrush 
 

"More than 80% of New Zealand’s 
population lives in an urban 
environment. They are important 
places. Cities and towns together 
consume nearly half of the energy 
produced in New Zealand, which is used 
for buildings, using, and maintaining 
them. They occupy large amounts of 
land, and they produce prodigious 
quantities of waste. Yet, amazingly, of 
all the things we use in our day-to-day 
lives our towns and cities are the only 
commodities which are not designed". 
(writes Roger Buck) 
 

"They are instead the product of two, 
now irrelevant, social ethics.  
One of these comes from the 
foundation of European occupation – 
the then well-intended belief that new 
immigrants could, and therefore should, 
be provided with something 
unattainable in their place of origin: a 
piece of land to build their own houses 
on, or to clear and farm. It was the 
manifestation of a well-intended social 
ideal, but it established the cult of 
individual rights as against the 
communal characteristics which were 
an inherent part of the settlements they 
left behind. 
 

The other was the rapid post-WW2 
population boom. This led to the 
establishment of a town planning 
system, the Town and Country Planning 
Act 1968, which therefore had its roots 
solidly planted in the social context of 
the 1950s and ‘60s – mum and dad 
together forever; dad in the same job 
for 40 years; kids staying at home until 
they married – and who then repeated 
the pattern. State housing got going in 

the 50s – the early houses commonly 
came with 1,000m2 or more of land, and 
attempts at medium density housing 
largely failed. By then the motor car was 
ubiquitous: it was a visible, measurable, 
and seductive representation of 
‘economic progress’. So New Zealand 
town planning centred its interests 
primarily on providing for cars, and set 
aside the notion of incorporating into 
the urban environment amenities which 
recognise and support the close and 
personal human-to-human interactions 
that have existed for as long as humans 
have been recognisably human. 
 

Perversely, the town planning system – 
in its defence of individual ‘rights’ – has 
corrupted the meaning of the word so 
that the right to ‘develop’ land has an 
institutionalised priority over the right 
to ‘protect and preserve’ established 
interests, thus seriously marginalising 
attempts to create communities which 
otherwise could evolve localised, 
people-centred physical shapes. This 
simplistic, developer-led, ‘one size fits 
all’ approach to town planning means 
that we, whether as individuals or 
communities, are condemned by 
systematic disempowerment to 
witnessing (from the sidelines) the loss 
of heritage buildings, coherent street 
architecture, trees and open space, 
privacy and access to sunlight, daylight 
and predominantly pleasant 
surroundings.  
 

A design process (as against planning) 
would have dealt with things differently. 
Designers (generally) are trained to 
think with breadth.  
 

It is interesting, astonishing actually, to 
note that your toothbrush has received 
incomparably more design attention 
than our cities – and this includes most 
of the buildings they contain. 
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The toothbrush results from a 
programme of intensive, ongoing, 
market research, as well as ergonomic 
studies, a knowledge of plastics 
technology, and of people’s responses 
to such things as colour and shape, and 
tactile sensations when it is used; there 
will be modelling, trialling and 
committee assessments; production 
equipment adaptation and other 
manufacturing issues will feed back into 
the toothbrush design process; 
packaging and marketing will also have 
to be dealt with. 
 

Our towns and cities result from a 
collection of ill-conceived, hopelessly 
generalised, totally inflexible rules 
which are based on thinking which is 
now fifty years out-of-date. In contrast 
to the toothbrush, effective (which 
means ‘listened to and respected’) 
community consultation is nonexistent. 
 

SOC members are involved with topics 
like energy, social interactions, 
localisation of food production, water 
quality, biodiversity, healthy living, 
Transition Towns……..it’s a long, long 
list. Virtually none of this finds its way 
meaningfully into the urban 
environment, except through citizen's 
own initiatives. 
 

Benefits of Open Space 
 

Taken in the context of urban design as 
discussed above (and with Colin Meurk’s 
Perimeter Walkway also in mind) the 
quote below will probably come as no 
surprise to most of us: 
There is more evidence that living near a 
'green space' has health benefits. 
 

Research in the Journal of Epidemiology 
and Community Health says the impact 
is particularly noticeable in reducing 
rates of mental ill health. 

 

The annual rates of 15 out of 24 major 
physical diseases were also significantly 
lower among those living closer to green 
spaces. 
 

The researchers from the VU University 
Medical Centre in Amsterdam looked at 
the health records of 350,000 people 
registered with 195 family doctors 
across the Netherlands. 
 

Only people who had been registered 
with their GP for longer than 12 months 
were included because the study 
assumed this was the minimum amount 
of time people would have to live in an 
environment before any effect of it 
would be noticeable. 
 

DISEASES THAT APPEAR TO BENEFIT 
MOST FROM GREEN SPACES 
# Coronary heart disease 
# Neck, shoulder, back, wrist and hand 
complaints 
# Depression and anxiety 
# Diabetes 
# Respiratory infections and asthma 
# Migraine and vertigo 
# Stomach bugs and urinary tract 
infections 
# Unexplained physical symptoms 
 

Professor Barbara Maher of the 
Lancaster Environment Centre said the 
study confirmed that green spaces 
create oases of improved health around 
them, especially for children. 
 

She said: "At least part of this 'oasis' 
effect probably reflects changes in air 
quality. Anything that reduces our 
exposure to the modern-day 'cocktail' of 
atmospheric pollutants has got to be a 
good thing." 
 
Source: BBC 
------------------------------------------------ 
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Christchurch leading the way 
on Climate change action 
 
On 24 October, people in 181 countries 
came together for the most widespread 
day of environmental action in the 
planet's history. At over 5200 events 
around the world, people gathered to 
call for strong action and bold 
leadership on the climate crisis. Over 
19,000 photos have been submitted to 
the 350.org website so far including 
some great shots of Christchurch!  
 
The 350Christchurch group with 
assistance from SOC members and 
many other people coordinated the 
local events which included local school 
actions, tree planting, surfing event, a 
silent vigil, massed choir, the Frocks on 
Bikes cycle parade, speeches from local 
leaders and a human sculpture shown 
around the world. In addition, hundreds 
of people turned up in New Brighton 
and in Victoria Square to show their 
support for action on climate change.  
 
 

As for next steps leading up to the 
international summit in Copenhagen 
summit, 350.org and other big 
organizations plan to keep the pressure 
on politicians to take firm action on this 
global issue. This is by far the best 
chance for the world to mitigate the 
very likely prospect of runaway climate 
change. 
 
Are you interested in climate change 
and how it may affect us in 
Christchurch? SOC may be able to assist 
people explore these topics through 
access to speakers and other learning 
opportunities, sources of information 
and opportunities for taking direct 
action. There is a wealth of activities 
underway in Christchurch including the 
upcoming public consultation process 
on the CCC’s Climate Change Strategy.  
Stay informed and get involved in 
preparing for adequate responses to 
this pervasive issue!  
 
   Shane Orchard 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

---Scenes from October 24 in Christchurch --- 
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Letterboxer battles junk-mail 
Letterboxer is a local initiative dedicated 
to fighting the unnecessary waste from 
junk-mail.  Christchurch resident Andrew 
Horton established it to encourage the 
use of “No Junk Mail” stickers. 

Letterboxers are volunteers who go door 
to door offering no junk-mail stickers for 
free. If someone wants the sticker, he or 
she offers to put it on their letterbox for 
them. Results are entered into the 
Letterboxer website map. The site shows 
the Christchurch streets where 
volunteers have been working and the 
percentage of success they have 
achieved. 

The average Christchurch home receives 
an astounding 70kg of junk-mail per year 
and a third of people currently receiving 
junk-mail will give it up if they are 
offered a 'No Junk Mail' sticker. 
Letterboxer is looking this month for the 
coolest ‘no junkmail’ sticker designers in 
NZ! Prizes include the latest iPod nano 
for 1st, 2nd and 3rd places and the offer 
of an internship at DoubleDot Media for 
the winner. 

Check out the Letterboxer website 
http://www.letterboxer.org.nz/ for 
details of their campaign. 

Editorial Note: the website promotes opt-in 
receipt of email circulars from the same 
advertisers, instead of printed paper circulars, 
but this is still helping these firms to sell us stuff 
we maybe doƴϥǘ ƴŜŜŘΧ 

---------------------------------------------------- 

Are you getting EcoNet? 
 
Free weekly emails (Friday), linking to a 
regularly updated website. Lists events 
in Christchurch and Canterbury, plus 
website links from NZ and abroad. 
Published by NZ Assoc for Env Ed. 
http://www.environment.org.nz  

Green City - Freiburg  
Approaches to Sustainability 
 

Freiburg in Germany is probably a 
leading example of a community which 
has taken sustainability seriously, and in 
doing so has engaged its citizens fully in 
the process. No doubt there are faults, 
and perhaps a degree of discontent, but 
to a visiting outsider, it shines. 
 

It shows that a city administration can 
involve the community it serves fully, 
and not feel threatened or that its 
authority is somehow compromised. 
Contrast this with the fear our 
equivalent body, the Christchurch City 
Council, has of somehow being 
compromised by real, listened-to, 
respected and acted-upon community 
engagement. 
 

A striking example in Freiberg is the 
introduction of flexible planning – 
termed ‘ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩ: there 
is a feedback loop. By contrast we in NZ 
are locked solidly into arbitrary, rigidly 
enforced, zones and their related rules - 
effectively for ten years at least. 
Compounding this problem is that in 
New Zealand significant environmental 
matters are decided not through 
community interactions but by legal 
process leading up to Environment 
Court judges - and which then becomes 
environmental policy.  
 

It seems extraordinary that our 
environmental futures are determined 
by, of all people, lawyers! 
 

By way of contrast the diagram (two 
pages on) shows how Freiburg 
integrates sustainability into its built 
form. Not a lawyer to be seen 
anywhere! But community interests do 
show very strongly. 
 

http://www.letterboxer.org.nz/
http://www.environment.org.nz/
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For more information, go to  
http://www.freiburg.de/greencity 
 
 

Photos - street scenes from Freiberg (taken in the 
relatively new suburb of Vauban), note the PV roofs:  

 

 

http://www.freiburg.de/greencity
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Stop Press:  Congratulations to SOC supporter and former newsletter editor Matt 
Morris on his election to the Chair of New Zealand Soil and Health Association, 
publishers of the very readable ORGANIC NZ Magazine.  We wish you well in the new 
voluntary role, Matt, alongside work on sustainability with University of Canterbury. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Last word (from 550 BC) 
 

If a country is governed wisely, 
its inhabitants will be content. 
They enjoy the labour of their hands 
and don't waste time inventing 
labour-saving machines. 
Since they dearly love their homes, 
they aren't interested in travel. 
There may be a few wagons and boats, 
but these don't go anywhere. 
There may be an arsenal of weapons, 
but nobody ever uses them. 
People enjoy their food, 
take pleasure in being with their families, 
spend weekends working in their gardens, 

delight in the doings of the neighbourhood. 
And even though the next country is so close 
that people can hear its roosters crowing and 
its dogs barking, 
they are content to die of old age 
without ever having gone to see it. 
 
Tao Te Ching 80  by Lao-tzu - circa 550 B.C. 
(interpreted by Stephen Mitchell) 
reproduced from: http://ooooby.ning.com 
--------------------------------------------------------- 
SOC newsletter welcomes contributions and 
information requests from members.  Contact 
Roger at 03 326 5676  bucrl@clear.net.nz  or 
Rhys 03 960 2656 anneandrhys@clear.net.nz  

 
The views expressed in this Newsletter do not necessarily represent those of the SOC Committee

 

http://ooooby.ning.com/
mailto:bucrl@clear.net.nz
mailto:anneandrhys@clear.net.nz

