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Abstract 
Unlocking the potential of New Zealand’s knowledge base, its people and diverse resources will be 
vital in realising socio-economic and environmental benefits for Aotearoa, New Zealand.  This small 
nation has the potential to be a world-class leader in industries that use niche technologies and 
leverage partnerships.  Some leading New Zealand firms are already championing this cause through 
their membership of the Climate Leaders Coalition (CLC), promoting business leadership and collective 
action on climate change.  The synergistic model employs partnership contribution to propel growth, 
using knowledge, people and resources in a future-directed approach for industries facing strategic 
challenges in an environment of disequilibrium. This position paper draws on a desktop review of 
literature, organisational and media reports, and national data to show how some members of the 
CLC are leading action in emissions mitigation and sustainability.  The findings evidence the many ways 
organisations can leverage partnerships and innovation to align with signals from government and 
industry, even in some of the most challenging contexts.   The paper concludes with an example from 
the construction industry, with clear implications for our future combined tertiary education 
organisation, and its mandate to create a vocational education system that is geared for the needs of 
the future. 

Introduction 
“Businesses today are saying: I am a concerned citizen of this ‘one planet’. I love 
my children. I have a long-term strategic horizon” (Orr, 2018, p. 3). 

Sustainability is a topic that residents of this planet cannot ignore.  For polytechnics, it is vital to teach, 
model and research sustainability so that our graduates will champion sustainability initiatives in the 
organisations in which they are employed.  The need to address environmental challenges is all around 
us; the ferocity and frequency of weather events is creating an uprising and growing awareness 
regarding climate change action.  In the Pacific, sea-level rise is claiming low-laying islands.  The Prime 
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Minister of Australia has accepted their 2019-2020 bush-fire crisis was exacerbated by climate change, 
stating government emissions targets needed to evolve (Osborne, 2020).   
 
In New Zealand, the per capita emissions rating is seventh amongst 43 Annex I countries, blighting a 
‘clean green’ image (Ministry for the Environment, 2019).  Agriculture and energy sectors are the 
biggest emitters.  Our Greenhouse Gas Inventory is the official annual estimate of human-created 
greenhouse gas emissions and removals; along with our new Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) 
Amendment Act 2019, New Zealand has a framework to implement climate change policies to support 
the Paris Agreement.  The Climate Change Commission will monitor our country’s emissions reduction 
targets with emissions budgets set to 2030 and 2050 in the Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) 
Amendment Act 2019 no 61, 2019 (New Zealand Legislation, 2019).   
 
Human choices and socio-economic activities are key drivers of climate change, increasing greenhouse 
gases at atmospheric concentrations that create global warming.  Greenhouse gases can remain in the 
atmosphere for thousands of years, impacting future generations.  We are not doing well; between 
1990 and 2015, New Zealand’s greenhouse gas emissions increased 40%, whereas French, Swedish 
and UK CO2 emissions reduced 11%, 25% and 26%, respectively (World Resources Institute, 2018). 
 
This paper highlights nascent initiatives in emissions mitigation.  Using examples of organisations 
which are signatories to the Climate Leaders Coalition (CLC), we overview current challenges and 
opportunities for sustainable economic growth.  Organisational applications are outlined as 
operational and strategic approaches to partnership solutions.  These solutions/suggested models are 
particularly relevant for tertiary learning institutions, as we study, teach and model sustainability, 
given that three out of four graduates seek environmentally and socially responsible employers ("3/4 
of millennials would take a pay cut to work for a socially responsible company" Sustainable Brands, 
2016). Learning organisations must reflect these global, national and learner-led imperatives if they 
themselves wish to be sustainable. 
 
Research Methodology 
Organisations vary considerably in sustainability approaches; this research looks at several leading 
New Zealand firms as exemplars of distinctive actions relating to sustainability in order to present an 
argument for the importance of this topic and its inclusion within tertiary curricula. Secondary data 
was sourced from scholarly journals published from 2016, expert opinions and analyses reported in 
the media, and documents from government agencies and associations.  Google Scholar was searched 
using phrases ‘New Zealand sustainable organisations’ and ‘Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) 
Amendment Act’.  A representative, filtered scan of sourced papers offered a referenced overview of 
emission mitigation issues, creating a foundation from which to contextualise emissions realities, 
integrating: 
 

 Topics in New Zealand’s emerging emissions ecosystem 
 Replicable initiatives were examined for inclusion 
 Carbon emission mitigation in Aotearoa was favoured 
 Collaborative partnership techniques  
 Innovative approaches were sought-out 
 Relevance for learning organisations  
 Recency of publication, with this fast-evolving topic 
  

It is important to recognise the unique moment in which this research was undertaken, in a post Covid 
‘snapshot in time’ with border restrictions and yet-to-be-revealed impacts on socio-economic and 
environmental indices.  Many of the studies and articles cited discuss the need to accelerate climate 
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change action, while re-evaluating new existing economic realities. This is, therefore, an evolving field 
of study.   

 
Findings: Sustainability Initiatives in Firms 
New Zealand releases 80 million tonnes of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere annually, with just 
10 companies responsible for around two-thirds of the national total (Mitchell, 2019).  New Zealand’s 
CLC was launched July 2018 to foster collective climate change action through business leadership, 
aiming to transition to an emission reduction economy.  The original joint statement, signed by 107 
leaders, including some of the major emitters, commits to voluntary action on climate change, public 
reporting of greenhouse gas emissions, and setting reduction targets via suppliers. Zero Carbon Act 
Legislation sends clear directional messages prompting strategic focus, especially for emissions 
measurement.   
 
Climate Change Commission member organisations also contribute to monitoring progress towards 
Paris Agreement targets (Morton, 2020). In the Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS), participating 
companies report emission units per CO2 tonnes and credits are paid to the government.  ETS covers 
forestry, energy, industry and waste, but not pastoral agriculture, although this sector emits almost 
as much greenhouse gases as the energy sector.  The ETS reform includes the Permanent Forests NZ 
strategy, which develops forests to create carbon credits (https://www.permanentforests.com). The 
exact emission levels of ETS participants are confidential (MacManus & Nadkarni, 2019) but the 
Climate Change Commission creates greater impetus for signatories to produce third party reports, 
made publicly available.  Many of the initiatives reported here are positive moves, but acknowledged 
as beginnings only. As Leining et al. (2020) note, carbon offsetting is an imperfect, but good 
transitional initiative. Reliance on vehicles must be curbed for meet ZCA targets and firms will need to 
make sizable investments in innovation.  
 
Within the constraints of these challenges, CLC signatories’ responses are building a knowledge base 
to leverage scientific action. Some of these are now considered. 
 
Allbirds 
Post-lockdown during the Covid-19 pandemic response, and returning to work, it is ironic that walking 
raises emissions.  Yet globally the footwear industry is a major polluter at all stages of the supply chain; 
the average running shoe has a carbon footprint of 13.6kg CO2.  
 
Allbirds are famous for the iconic Wool Runner.  Founders, former New Zealand soccer player Tim 
Brown and American biotech engineer Joey Zwillinger, partnered with Adidas to produce a shoe which 
would reduce 700 tonnes of CO2 emissions in a quest to make a zero-carbon performance shoe. By 
changing manufacturing processes, combining new technologies and renewable materials, the Allbirds 
partners are lauded as creators and catalysts for change, setting novel industry standards and practices 
(Shaw, 2020). 
 
Air New Zealand 
Aviation engines emit CO2, CO, hydrocarbons, nitrogen plus sulphur oxides, lead and black carbon, so 
that emissions reduction is an international industry concern.  New Zealand’s national airline is a CLC 
founding signatory and leader in sustainability action. Commentators in this country and overseas 
often acknowledge the performance of Air New Zealand as a business is inextricably linked to the 
wider aspirations and ‘wellness of the nation’, in annual sustainability reports and the Greenhouse Gas 
Inventory Report, in accordance with the Greenhouse Gas Protocol (World Resources Institute, 2004) 
Carbon reduction initiatives include investment in a modern and efficient fleet, fuel efficiency, route 
optimisation and tailored arrivals and departures, and the FlyNeutral programme which allows 
customers to offset their Air New Zealand flights (Air New Zealand, 2020). Air New Zealand won the 
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supreme award at our national sustainable business awards in 2019 and was named ‘Eco airline of the 
year’ at the World Airline Industry Awards.  During the Coronavirus recovery, AIR emissions have been 
temporarily slashed, an impact that will have to be factored into reporting of progress towards targets 
going forward.   
 
Z Energy 
Z Energy defines sustainability as “acting in a way that benefits the future of the neighbourhoods we 
operate in and the planet we live on. We think it’s good for business, good value and good sense” (Z 
Energy, 2020). 
 
Oil companies are huge contributors to the climate crisis and New Zealand’s second biggest CO2 
emitter.  Z Energy recognises they are part of the problem, but through membership of the CLC, are 
committed to supporting the solution. Z Energy positions itself as a “transport energy company not a 
fuel company… providing our customers alternatives to fossil fuels” (Z Energy, 2020).  Mike Bennetts, 
Z Energy’s CEO, sees the way forward as combining digital, innovation, and productivity strategies. Z 
Energy has built the first commercial scale biodiesel plant (now in hibernation), provides EV-chargers 
at stations and is focussed on reducing emissions from shipping and its electric fleet of corporate cars 
(Z Energy, 2020).  The Z app shows carbon impacts; drivers can make offset contributions towards 
Permanent Forests NZ. 
 
Spark Energy 
Spark is another large corporate organisation working on scalable, pan-corporate action on a ‘mission 
to Carbon Zero’, using technical, social and commercial applications on carbon and climate.  Initiatives 
include hosting weekend events (e.g. www.climate-x.org) linking dedicated, talented people to create 
and deploy actionable emissions projects. Spark is using FutureFit, NZ’s first-ever gamified carbon 
calculator (“New frontier”, 2019) 
 
The Warehouse Group 
The Warehouse is New Zealand’s largest retailer, and has been measuring emissions since 2010, with 
an aim to reduce carbon emissions by 32% by 2030.  Accessing the Low Emission Vehicle Contestable 
Fund, the Warehouse has an extensive EV-charger network.  The Warehouse Group is New Zealand’s 
first large company and the third major retailer in the world to go ‘carbon neutral’, improving logistics 
and supplier networks, regenerating almost 3 million native trees and gaining CarboNZero 
certification. 
 
Fonterra 
In 2013, Fonterra, New Zealand’s global dairy nutrition company, used 400,000+ tonnes of coal, 
emitting 1,000,000+ tonnes of CO2 producing milk powder (Hutching, 2016).  Fonterra is well aware 
of the size of the challenge in announcing a global net zero emissions target by 2050, with a 30% 
reduction by 2030.  Fonterra fuels tankers with biofuels, uses 100 electric vehicles and reduces 
livestock emissions by becoming more productive with fewer cows (Neilson, 2017).  The Zero Carbon 
Act has separate targets for biogenic methane from its 2050 targets, a compromise to which farmers 
were ‘vehemently opposed’.   Further changes targeted by the organisation and the farmer-
shareholders include:  
 

 Better farm-level carbon monitoring/accounting on biological emissions  
 Large farms need low compliance cost ETS  
 Methane inhibiting treatments are being developed  
 Changes to feeds and tree planting magnify emission benefits 
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Ng i Tahu Holdings  
 

One highly contested area is the competing views over waterways and rivers.  Hydro generation 

rights. In a world- vernmental 
guardians; the Waikato River is similarly co-governed to protect its vital role in renewable energy 
transition (Ruckstuhl, 2018).  Geothermal resources have important social and economic roles for 

whakapapa (genealogy), oil and gas are descendants of Parawhenuamea and Putoto, with 
mauri (lifeforce).  In 
very different perspective to that of business which sees such elements as ‘resources’ to be ‘accounted 
for’.  Solutions are not straight-forward and carbon-offset schemes have been criticised as causing 
harm to the interests of indigenous people (Ruckstuhl et al., 2014).   
 

-establishing the economic base of Ng i Tahu tribal people in New Zealand’s 
South Island, following settlement of historical grievances with the Crown in 1998.  Its approach is 
long-term, maintaining a balance with the natural environment.   One approach is the active 

arms.   
 
In September 2017, Ng i Tahu held an inaugural climate change symposium, to discuss new 
perspectives on issues such as marae resilience and mahinga ‘kai and wai’.  Food security, toxic waste 
and land erosion were identified as growing problems.  Regional climate change concerns were also 
seen as critical by both rangatira (leaders) and youth, as captured in one televised address: “This young 
generation is the first to grow up with an imminent climate change realisation; action must occur now” 
(Douglas, 2019). 
 

,  - for us and our children after us” (Climate Leaders Coalition, 2019a). 
 
In summary 
There are now 107 organisations in the CLC, offering a ‘trusted space’ for discussion, ideation and 
innovation to accelerate emissions mitigation, supported by the Sustainable Business Council. Sharing 
is happening: as Tony Gibson, Ports of Auckland CEO, stated, “Until joining the CLC, it was somewhat 
lonely out there and we were very isolated form other companies’ initiatives around climate change… 
this has made our journey a lot easier” (Climate Leaders Coalition, 2019b). Small businesses too can 
access insights and resources; this ‘trickle-down’ effect is important, as the large majority of New 
Zealand businesses are small and significantly impacted by compliance and Covid-19 issues.  The CLC 
Climate-X programme holds promise for grassroots initiatives like those described above, where 
experts and individuals partner “on a mission to deliver innovation, systems, products and new 
behaviours to take New Zealand toward Carbon Zero” (Climate Leaders Coalition, 2019b).  See Table 
1 for a synopsis of emissions initiatives and partnerships outlined in this section of the paper. 
 
Table 1. Emissions initiatives and partnerships, predominantly within New Zealand 
 
 

 ‘Sustainable Firms’ ‘Emissions Initiatives’ ‘Emissions Partnerships’ 
Allbirds: zero-carbon shoe  Manufacturing redesign 

 New technology/renewables 
 Adidas: co-creators/catalysts 
 Carbon neutral supply chain. 

Air New Zealand 
 

 Annual reporting, third party review 
 Operations efficiency/biofuels/offsets 

 Airways New Zealand/CAA 
 SCION; Sust. Aviation Fuel U.G. 
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Z Energy  Commercial biodiesel plant; EV stations 
 Digital innovation for productivity 

 biofuel experimentation – AIR 
 SCION; Sust. Aviation Fuel U.G. 

Spark  Climate-X innovation work-stream  
 FutureFit gamification app 

 RE:MOBILE programme 
 Sustainable Coastlines 

The Warehouse Group  Emissions reduced ops and supply chain 
Carbon Credits, Native forest planting 

 CarboNZero certification 
 Carbon reduced supply chain. 

Fonterra  Biofuel tankers/EV fleet 
 R&D methane inhibition 

 Farms: emissions profile, 2021  
 Farm Environment Plans 

Holdings   
  

 NT Farming, Seafood, Tourism 
  

 
 
Analysis of Findings: Applications to Model-leading Practice 
The CLC helps model numerous ways our future organisations can optimise partnerships to align with 
global agreement, governmental policy and industry trends.  This synergistic coalition employs 
partnership contribution to propel growth, thereby leveraging knowledge, people and resources to 
drive sustainable organisational growth (Orr, 2018). Associated benefits for society and stakeholders 

include: 
 Climate conscious consumers, desiring ‘intergenerational justice’ 
 Post-Covid investors, wanting to readdress appropriate risk and reward  
 Insurers and directors of boards, assessing price risk in a dynamic environment 
 Regulators or government, demand risk mitigation and constraints with new expectations 
 Humanity, desiring security and quality of life for generations to come. 

 
As public reporting becomes more transparent, consistent and aligned nationally, the hope of the CLC 
is that momentum will build and new leadership initiatives will be sparked.  Learning is, or should be, 
the operational norm in organisations, and ongoing analysis such as that contained in this paper will 
help to showcase opportunities for initiatives and partnerships that our graduates may soon be a part 
of. We need to teach our students to distinguish between ‘greenwashing’, which can destroy brands, 
and tangible, synergistic progress achieved through step change and ideation. Focus areas for those 
interested in following, learning and teaching about sustainability might include the opportunities, 
initiatives and strategies shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Indicative operational and strategic opportunities of emissions initiatives and 
partnerships 
 
 

 

Opportunities Initiatives Partnerships 
Operational  

Disruption in Operations 
Systems Redesign  
Digital and Intelligence  

Global Collaboration  
Product Co-creation 

Operational  
Productivity Engagement 

Measuring, Monitoring, Auditing 
Operational Efficiencies 

Inter-industry Synergies 
Subsidiary Interactions 

Operational  
Input Price and Regulatory 

Technical Enhancement 
Governmental Lobbying 

Industry Group Associations 
Certification Support 

Strategic  
Business Model Proposition 

Line-in-the-Sand Visionary Goals 
Waste Redeployment 

Scientific Innovation 
Coalition Partnerships 

Strategic  
Brand Differentiation 

First-mover Campaigns 
Synergistic Profile-raising 

Social Good Affiliations 
Research and Development Support 

Strategic  
Stranded Asset 

Reallocation 

Stakeholder Convergence 
Leadership Affiliation/Orientation 

Supply Chain Alliances 
Provider Strategic Alignment 
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For students of sustainable economic growth, there is much to learn in every industry, community and 
in our daily lives.  Perhaps hands-on approaches can construct something new, as we encourage our 
learners to be “problem-solvers, thinkers, creators, planner and practitioners, who work together to 
make every day better” (Climate Leaders Coalition, 2020). A useful case-study here might be the 
example offered by Beca engineers and designers, one of the largest professional services consultancy 
firms in the Asia-Pacific region.   
 
Beca  
Beca, another member of the CLC family, has business interests across industrial, transport, 
government, defence, water, power and construction.  The opportunity for sustainability 
improvements is huge; old building stock emits 20% of our carbon pollution (The climate leaders 
coalition, 2019). Beca see the power of collaboration through networks, problem-sharing, and joint 
solutions.   
 
Sharing industry insight with students is key for Beca’s Sustainability Advisor, Ben Mayer; who sees 
the challenge as more social and political than technical. By reducing their carbon footprint, using 
science-based, absolute carbon emissions reduction targets, Beca gains the credibility to impact other 
organisations including supply chain firms via client interactions. One area of current interest is 
indirect business travel emissions and employee commute.  The coronavirus restrictions to trade have 
thrust business online, so once longer-term, aspirational solutions have become more real and 
palatable. Other areas of focus for Beca include novel waste strategies, green power generation, fleet 
renewal and management.  Beca considers a long-term, ‘whole of life’ carbon model important, 
including operational carbon (operations and asset maintenance emissions) and capital carbon (asset 
creation emissions) (CLC, 2020). 
 
There is learning in terms of project planning, initiation, development and procurement stages, with 
structured decision-making models, linked to project and organisational aims.  Design, construction 
and operations phases embed the influential sustainability outcomes to achieve targeted emissions 
reduction (www.beca.com).  Industry collaboration alongside learning organisations is vital, making 
the study of this organisation for students a clear example of applied sustainability management. 
 
Conclusions: Constructing Something New 
Curbing carbon emissions will largely depend on national commitment to actionable steps in realising 
visionary goals, including economic dependence on greenhouse gas-related industries, policies and 
procedures around the use and promotion of emission-reducing technologies. Without the ability or 
incentives to measure emissions, the government will have difficulty in determining whether its policy 
framework is having a positive impact and whether we are on track to meet the targeted Zero Carbon 
Act goals.  New Zealand’s organisations – from large corporates to small and medium-sized enterprises 
- must collaborate to mitigate collective emissions. 
 
What can learning organisations do, in the broader, dynamic context?  Students of all ages aspire to 
become involved and to lead change, and we need to provide them with the tools and awareness to 
do so.  Organisations can drive change.  Leadership needs collaboration; it is a smart, sustainable, 
resource-conscious growth strategy.   
 
The focus of this paper is on sustainability through innovative models and emissions partnerships, 
such as the pragmatic experimentation shown by the eight profiled organisations. As Adrian Orr, 
Governor of the reserve Bank of New Zealand noted in his opening address at the launch of the CLC in 
2018:  
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New Zealand is too small to follow another model.  New Zealand is too big not to model 
leadership. We can be a brand leader on climate change in the world given our starting point, 

… kaitiaki in spirit, young, have a strong moral compass, and have strong rule of law. We have 
least to lose and most to gain (Orr, 2018).  
 

In our tertiary environment we need to share this story. Every firm must become a learning 
organisation; we must all become students of sustainability for the sake of the planet. 
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