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Opinions of non-experts can be
dangerous

I WAS extremely perturbed to read
the communication by Steve Clark in
the letters section of the BEACON of
Wednesday, December 23.

Mr Clark begins his letter by point-
ing out to readers that he has read the
Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine prod-
uct monograph.

The monograph states that studies of
carcinogenicity and genotoxicity were
not considered relevant and reproduc-
tive and developmental toxicology stud-
ies are ongoing.

I have to strenuously object to the
message that Steve is giving in his
communication. Calling attention to
the absence of carcinogenicity, genotox-
icity or reproductive and developmen-
tal toxicology testing as if they are a
necessary part of the Emergency Use
Authorisation (EUA) issued by the US
Food & Drug Administration (FDA) is
extremely disingenuous.

Has Steve considered that EUA was
issued in the absence of this informa-
tion because there is no prior reason to
suspect that this type of vaccine should
cause any of the toxicologies mentioned
because this vaccine contains no adju-
vants?

If there were any significant risk
of these toxicologies, I am certain an
expert body such as the FDA would not
have issued EUA.

The other consideration that Steve
appears to have either overlooked, or
has been totally unaware of, is that
preclinical toxicological testing of vac-
cines is usually performed to assess the
toxicity of adjuvants.

The Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine is an
mRNA vaccine and as such it contains
no adjuvants and hence due to urgency
these studies have been deemed unnec-
essary.

Following on from sounding the
alarm on toxicology, and after repro-
ducing the relevant sections of the
monograph, Steve states that page 22
suggests that the vaccine alters the
DNA of the recipient.

In his words:

“Because the fact that this vaccine
alters the recipient’s DNA and the fact
that the carcinogenicity, genotoxicity
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and reproductive and developmental
toxicology have not been monitored
prior to the use of this vaccine on the
New Zealand population; the above
information will have to be dissemi-
nated to the population so that this
vaccine’s recipients are informed when
they are asked to consent to receiving
the Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine
[Covid-19 mRNA] vaccination.”

Nowhere in the monograph could I
find any statement that the vaccine
alters the recipient’s DNA. And even
if it were true, what would it actually
mean?

I cannot be sure from where Steve
has got this idea, but it certainly was
not the monograph he cites. If he had
got it from a scientific paper, then he
should have cited it.

I rather suspect (although I can’t be
sure) that his idea might come from a
manuscript that was recently uploaded
to the bioRxiv preprint server for biol-
ogy.

The manuscript by Zhang et al. enti-
tled “SARS-CoV-2 RNA reverse-tran-
scribed and integrated into the human
genome” garnered much attention in
social and in traditional media. Social
media is not a forum for the dissemina-
tion of science.

Although the authors of the manu-
script come from the two very pres-
tigious institutions, Massachusetts
Institute of Technology and Harvard
University, the manuscript (which is
not a scientific paper) invoked the ire of
many scientific peers.

It is important to reiterate that this
manuscript is not a scientific publi-
cation because it has not undergone
scientific scrutiny by other expert scien-
tists in the field. This is what is called
peer review and is an indispensable
part of conducting good science.

Many experts consider that this man-
uscript is seriously flawed and should
be taken down from the server. The
bioRxiv site states “bioRxiv preprint
(which was not certified by peer review)
is the author/funder”.

Mr Clark might be forgiven for not
understanding how the scientific pro-
cess works.

Science works by being sceptical,
asking the right questions, proposing
hypotheses, conducting experimenta-
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tion, interpreting results, and then
writing them up in the form of a scien-
tific paper.

A scientific paper must, of necessity,
be peer-reviewed and published in a
reputable scientific journal.

Other scientists can then attempt to
reproduce, re-interpret and criticise the
results and their interpretation and
then publish their own paper also con-
taining data and evidence.

Sometimes it takes many iterations
of this process for the “truth” to start to
reveal itself. If Mr Clark had ever done
any science, he would know that this
is how the system that has propelled
humanity’s technological advancement
has worked.

Mr Clark should stick to commenting
on what he knows about. The area of
vaccine development is highly technical
and should be left to experts with the
specific technical background, training
and experience.

Promulgating furphies can be down-
right irresponsible in the area of vac-
cine development and can cost lives.

The views expressed here are solely
my own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.

Dr Victor Luca

Covid-free for now

ON the cusp of the New Year, we in
New Zealand are in the fortunate posi-
tion of being Covid free.

We got into this position by being
a lifeboat in the middle of the Pacific
with relatively few passengers and
leadership that seems to care about us
and in whom we have been prepared to
place our trust.

There is, however, no room for com-
placency or smugness because in other
parts of the world this pandemic is rag-
ing like a forest fire that is refusing to
be brought under control.

And the longer the disease rages
around us, the more chance there is
of variation or mutation in the SARS-
CoV-2 virus genome. With more people
to spread among, the virus can, and
undoubtedly will, change.

Any change could be for the better or

for worse.

We should not be relaxed thinking
that a vaccine is just around the corner
and that the virus will miraculously be
vanquished. In the history of human-
ity, we have developed relatively few
effective, durable and safe vaccines
and never has one been developed so
quickly.

During the past quarter century, only
seven successful vaccines have been
developed, four of those by Merck. The
fastest vaccine to have ever been devel-
oped is the mumps vaccine and this
took four years. So, what has just been
achieved in the field of vaccine develop-
ment is nothing short of amazing.

This light-speed development of
the current suite of Covid-19 vaccines
has rested on rapid sequencing of the
genome by Chinese scientists, early
study of the SARS, MERS and other
corona viruses, mostly undertaken
in publicly funded laboratories, and
advances in biochemistry, virology and
microbiology.

I am by no means suggesting that
folk do not take the vaccine when it
becomes available, they absolutely
must. Although the vaccines developed
by Pfizer-BioNTech, Moderna, Oxford-
AstraZeneca and others have been
proven to provoke a strong immune
response and to be safe, we don’t
really know how durable this immune
response will be.

Early studies of the Moderna vac-
cine, for instance, have shown that
the immune system response between
18- and 55-year-olds and the 56-70-plus
may not be the same. There simply has
not been time to do these long-term
studies. But since the virus is raging,
the longevity of the immune response
has to take second place because we
need to douse the flames as soon as
possible.

In the meantime, I urge folk to
remain prepared and stocked up with
face masks that have proven to be an
effective weapon against this and other
viruses. Also, keep the hand sanitiser,
well on hand.

The views expressed here are solely
my own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.

Dr Victor Luca
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One man’s trash is another
man’s food

B Whakatane cholesterol levels has no influence on
scientist Dr coronary heart disease. Therefore eat-
Victor Luca ing one egg a day does not have any
takes a look at material impact on the risk of cardio-
food waste dis- vascular disease or strokes.

Backyard chickens can live up to five
years, but they can go into the pot well
before that. And lest we forget, during
their lifetimes chooks also produce a
valuable fertiliser for the backyard
garden.

A backyard chook can consume
approximately 0.7 kilograms of house-
hold food scraps a week, or approxi-
mately 38kg a year. A flock of four
backyard chooks would be expected
to consume approximately 151kg of
household food scraps a year, about as
much as the average food wasted by
each person in New Zealand each year.

Chooks can even be used to convert
food scraps to useful food in an active
community composting system.

There are some other good reasons
for maintaining a small healthy flock

posal using the
humble chicken.

THE world produces about four billion
metric tonnes of food a year. This food
is not distributed evenly, with some
countries experiencing food gluts while
others are unable to even feed their
populations.

In 2016, about one billion people
were considered by the Food and
Agriculture Organisation of the United
Nations to be malnourished. In the
United States in 1995 about 27 percent ;
of edible food was wasted. This just g8 £ i Ly .

doesn’t seem right does it? AT HOME: Jack Karetai-Barrett holding eggs from the family’s back yard

Food waste can be defined as the chooks. Dog George Woof keeps a watchful eye on proceedings. Photos supplied
amount of food material produced and

R

ultimately discarded during any stage
of the food supply chain.

In Australia, for example, an esti-
mated 7.5 million tonnes of food waste
is generated annually and this is gen-
erally disposed of in landfills.

In these facilities, the waste is
decomposed anaerobically generating
methane, a greenhouse gas that is
between 25 and 30 times more potent
than carbon dioxide.

Food waste going to landfills there-
fore causes, not just an economic loss,
but also a negative environmental
impact.

Presently, food loss and food waste
account for about 6 percent of global
greenhouse gas emissions.

The diversion of food waste from
landfills, increased food donations, and
avoidance or reduction of food waste
within the supply chain are things that
we should be strongly encouraging.

In many societies, methods other
than landfills are sought for dealing
with food waste.

California, for instance, has 26
composting facilities for food wastes.
While these facilities can anaerobi-
cally decompose food waste, significant
amounts of greenhouse gases can be
generated from such facilities.

Aerobic composting is superior to
anaerobic composting because it does
not produce methane since methane-
producing microbes are not active in
the presence of oxygen.

Aerobic composting is one method to
reduce methane emissions from organ-
ic waste currently stockpiled or sent to

FREE TO ROAM: Backyard chickens
feeding on food scraps from a com-
posite pile.

landfill.

Composting practices that minimise
anaerobic conditions and maximize
aerobic conditions will be the most
effective at reducing greenhouse gas
emissions. Aerobic microbes convert
the inputs into stabilised carbon for
the soil, with by-products of heat, car-
bon dioxide and water.

About 700,000 tonnes of organ-
ic waste material was composted in
Western Australia in 2012. The com-
posite that is produced can be used
as a soil amendment and therefore
improve the capacity of land to grow
more food.

Composting on an industrial scale
however, is not as simple as it sounds,
as multiple steps are involved (some
labour intensive) and the conditions
need to be closely monitored and con-
trolled in order to obtain the correct
balance of carbon- and nitrogen-rich
materials. Those that have bought a
bag of composite from, say, Bunnings
know that this waste product is not
cheap to buy.

So, is there a more efficient and sim-
pler means of dealing with food waste?

Enter the humble chook. The chook,
like all birds, is a descendent of the
dinosaurs.

Poultry is a prominent part of the
livestock produced in the world.

So, although the dinosaurs are gone,
we have become very dependent on
their descendants for our nutritional
requirements.

Chooks are in such high demand
because they are hardy creatures that

A

BATTERY HENS: Single-comb white
Leghorn hens housed for egg pro-
duction in a multi-layered house.

grow relatively fast in most areas of
the world. The virtues of chooks may,
however, go way beyond their nutri-
tional value.

In fact, we can add food recycling to
the list of virtues that backyard chooks
can bring to their communities, by
reducing the volume of unwanted food
going into landfills.

Austin, Texas recognised their value
when they pioneered a zero-waste pro-
gramme where they pay citizens to
keep backyard chickens. The goal of
the programme is to reduce the food
entering landfills by redirecting it to
backyard chickens.

of backyard chooks. For instance those
concerned about animal cruelty should
consider how much happier the aver-
age backyard chook must be compared
to battery hens cooped up in small
cages in factory farming systems.

But it is not just a matter of cruelty
that should concern us. These inten-
sive factory farms can be a source of
disease and perhaps even the next
pandemic.

To avert disease and to fatten the
chickens in these cramped and stress-
ful conditions, the poultry industry has
for decades used low doses of human
antibiotics.

Name Content % DV
Total lipid (fat) 4g 6%
Carbohydrate, by difference Og

Calcium, Ca 19.8mg 2%
Iron, Fe 0.7222mg 4%
Sodium, Na 59.8mg 3%
Vitamin C, total ascorbic acid Omg

Vitamin A, IU 2001V 4%
Fatty acids, total saturated 1.5g 8%
Fatty acids, total trans Og

Cholesterol 165mg 55%

Nutritional content of one 44g egg.

Whilst unwanted food going to land-
fills creates methane, unwanted food
fed to backyard chooks creates fresh
eggs, a potent source of protein and
other goodies (see table above) without
significant generation of green-house
gases.

Those readers concerned about the
cholesterol content of eggs should fear
not because according to the New
Zealand Heart Foundation “while egg
yolks are high in cholesterol, it is satu-
rated fatty acids that have a greater
effect on our blood cholesterol levels”.

Although the relationship between
cholesterol and heart disease has long
been controversial, the most current
scientific studies suggest that dietary
cholesterol is not the villain we once
thought it was and that raising dietary

B Source: fcd.nal.usda.gov

In these cramped and stressful fac-
tory conditions, the chooks can harbor
bacteria that become resistant to the
antibiotics that they are fed and so
potentially give rise to a public health
problem.

Many countries have birds as their
national symbols.

New Zealand has the kiwi, the
United States has the bald eagle and
the United Kingdom has the robin.

You have to hand it to the French to
have a bird that can be used as both a
food source and a municipal food waste
disposal system.

B The views expressed here are solely
our own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.
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A lifetime of fishing

B Whakatane sci-
entist and keen
fisherman, Dr Vic-
tor Luca, shares his
views about the fish
resources in New
Zealand and asks are
we treating this once
bountiful fishery as we ought to?

SINCE the arrival of tangata whenua
up to the present day, our part of the
world has always depended on fishing.
But when will the music stop and the
party end?

Myself and my family have been
fishing the coast off our town for half
a century now and I have seen at first
hand the dwindling of fish stocks.

The lifestyle and living of many in
our area to some extent has always
depended on the abundance of marine
life off our coast.

So it is natural to ask if we are treat-
ing this once bountiful fishery as we
ought.

According to Fisheries New Zealand,
snapper (Chrysophrys auratus) mature
in three to four years when they are 20
to 28-centimetres long.

To reach the current legal limit of
35cm will obviously take more than
five years. Snapper can live for over 60
years and grow up to 105cm in length.
They release numerous batches of
eggs throughout spring and summer.
Snapper is our major fishery by far
with snapper accounting for more than
70 percent of all finfish harvested.

In the good old days we used to catch
heaps of snapper off Ohope. It was not
so unusual back in the day to come
back with this much fish in a single
short expedition.

There were no legal limits for recre-
ational fishermen back then. The size
of the boat imposed a hard physical
limit.

You could only bring home what you
could fit on the boat. In those days we
didn’t even have reliable depth sound-
ers like we have now and so finding
fish was a matter of pot luck.

Toward the end of the ‘80s I do not
remember ever being able to make
these types of catches any longer and
I challenge anyone to argue otherwise.

The observations I have made over
a half a century are obviously qualita-

tive.

Many readers of this column that
have been fishing our waters for as
long as I have will doubtless make
their own observations.

All T know 1is that we used to catch
heaps and that we no longer catch
what we used to by any stretch. It just
could not be sustained.

NZ Fisheries, which is part of the
Ministry of Primary Industries (MPI)
together with the National Institute
of Water and Atmosphere Research
(Niwa) are in charge of quantifying
fish stocks and monitoring the sustain-
ability of all 642 or so fish stocks in NZ
waters.

These folk undertake a huge amount
of scientific work involving monitoring
the fishery over time and analyzing
data statistically to come up with esti-
mates of fish numbers that they con-
sider consistence and credible. These
are not easy measurements to make
and the data have significant uncer-
tainty attached to them.

Data on the amount of snapper bio-
mass in thousands of tons over time
are shown in the graph below.

The reader can see that between
about 1970 and 1985 the amount of
snapper biomass (the fish stocks) fell
off a cliff. To protect the fishers the
Quota Management System (QMS)
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FISH STOCKS: Niwa data on fish stocks over time. The SNA 1 stock extends
over a large area of the north-eastern coast from North Cape to Cape Runa-

way in the Bay of Plenty.

B https://niwa.co.nz/fisheries/snapper-stock-status

GOODOLD
DAYS: This
photo is of one
of our snapper
catches dating
back to about
1973. That’s

me on the left,
brother Enrico
with the goofy
hat on theright,
and Gino at the
back. There are
several hundred
kilograms of
snapper in the
photo and they
were caughtina
short time.

Photo supplied

was introduced in 1986. Recreational
fishing of snapper accounts for about
36 percent of the current quota.

The data bears out my qualitative
observations that fish stocks have
dwindled strongly since the 1970s.

The data show that there has pos-
sibly been something of a modest
resurgence in snapper biomass since
the introduction of the QMS. But the
upswing in the 1990s was weak and
the margins of uncertainty are gener-
ous (shaded area).

The data indicates that the snapper
stock is only just above the so-called
soft limit of 20 percent. This means
that the stock is 20 percent of what it
would be if it were not fished at all.

Currently, commercial fishermen are
taking right up to the allowable quote.

Meanwhile, another favourite spe-
cies, the tarakihi, is in a bit of trouble.
The latest stock assessment for tara-
kihi indicates that the stock is at 17
percent of unfished levels. In other
words it has fallen below the soft limit
as determined by the Harvest Strategy
Standard.

New Zealand has 98 species (or spe-
cies groups) divided into 642 separate
fish stocks under the QMS.

The number of fish at any given time
will depend on their numbers, their
reproduction rate, their death rate and
the rate at which we take fish away
through commercial and recreational
fishing.

So far I have only looked at some
of these factors and only for snapper,
which is probably the most impor-
tant and valuable fishery in our area
(SNA1).

In recent years the total commercial
catch of snapper has been around 7000
tonnes with 70 percent of this catch
coming from the SNA 1 area that
includes our waters.

Recreational fishing is also an impor-
tant component of the total catch in
SNA 1 and has been estimated to be
about 30 percent of the total catch. The
bag limit has been reduced and the
minimum legal size has been increased
for recreational fishers since the first
introduction of the QMS.

Now let’s focus on fishing activities
starting with recreational.

NZ Marine reports a yearly compi-
lation of the numbers of boat trailers
registered in different regions of New

Zealand.

In 2015 there were about 170,000
boat trailers registered in New
Zealand. We are adding an average
of about 8000 new boat trailer regis-
trations throughout New Zealand per
year. This suggests that we presently
have 210,000 boat trailers registered
in the country.

If our district is representative, then
we could expect about four trailer boats
for every 100 of us.

On that basis I estimate that in the
Whakatane district there are well over
1000 trailer boats.

The number of new boats being reg-
istered every year has been steadily
increasing from about 5000 in 2010 to
just over 9000 in 2019. That is, the rate
of boat addition has almost doubled in
10 years.

Given the increase in recreational
boat numbers it would not surprise me
if in the next few years Niwa and MPI
revise their numbers and report fur-
ther declines in fish stocks and espe-
cially as regards our most important
fish stock, snapper.

The next thing that will happen is a
reduction in the quota from the pres-
ent value of seven to five as is the case
in Australia.

Remember that when the QMS was
first introduced in 1986 to arrest the
slide, the bag limit for snapper was
30, and the minimum legal size (MLS)
was 25cm.

Today, the bag limit is seven and
MLS 35cm respectively.

So far, scientific assessment of fish
stocks by Niwa and MPI suggests that
only 27 fish stocks of the 169 that are
monitored have “sustainability con-
cerns”.

I believe that given the uncertainties
inherent in the methodology used to
assess the stocks, and the dominance
of optimism, we will find more of these
stocks in trouble sometime soon, espe-
cially the most important.

Given that our society is obsessed
with growth — population growth
and economic growth — and that the
Earth’s resources are finite, I simply
do not believe that this situation can
be sustained. We can’t keep exploit-
ing resources faster than nature can
replenish them.

B The views I have expressed here are
solely my own and do not express the
views or opinions of any organisation I
am associated with.
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Our health system in the age
of the Covid-19 pandemic

B Whakatane
scientist Dr Victor
Luca, says we were
caught woefully
unprepared and we
should now ensure
we are properly
prepared for the
next pandemic that
undoubtedly will
come.

I HAVE always been exceedingly grate-
ful that we have in our country an
ostensibly public health system that we
initially modelled on that of England.
The system purports to cater for every-
one irrespective of means, race, ethnic-
ity or religion. But does it really?

If Covid-19 had been a one-off, black-
swan event, then we could be forgiven
for being caught with our pants down.
However, it was not. Human society
has experienced pandemics of infec-
tious diseases since we first started to
domesticate animals more than 10,000
years ago and these pandemics have
been coming with increasing frequency
as the human population increases.

Health science experts and institu-
tions have been clamouring over the
appearance of a major pandemic for
decades.

The Spanish flu of 1918 should have
taught us a lesson, while in recent
times, we have had many practice runs
with Ebola, SARS, MERS and other
infectious diseases.

The signs simply could not have been
clearer. And still, we were caught woe-
fully unprepared.

So unprepared were we that in the
first four months of the Covid-19 pan-
demic our Ministry of Health was
vigorously telling the population that
the virus was not spread via airborne
transmission and face masks could do
more harm than good.

This was despite the preponderance
of scientific evidence to the contrary. In
reference to face mask use our health
people claimed that “they might do
more harm than good”.

Presumably, we weren't told the
truth in an attempt to avoid a run on
face masks and proper public safety
measures being put in place.

So far, we have managed by a com-
bination of good luck and good man-
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agement to somehow scrape through
Covid-19 relatively unscathed.

Being the most geographically iso-
lated developed nation on earth was
a major advantage. Having largely
achieved Covid-19 elimination, we
should now ensure we are properly
prepared for the next pandemic that
undoubtedly will come.

What we should have learned a long
time ago is that pandemics are not
just costly in terms of human lives lost
prematurely, but also in terms of the
destruction of livelihoods.

We should also have learned that a
dose of prevention is better than cure,
but we did not.

We need to be better prepared, and if
it costs a little more to do this, then we
should spend the money proactively.

Unfortunately, it seems to me that
our health system is falling prey to the
ravenous and wanton modus operandi
of the medical-industrial complex and
neoliberal economics that has taken
hold of our society in the past 40 years,
and from which our health system has
not been spared.

One measure of the health of a health
system is the number of available beds
in hospitals per 100,000 of population.
It turns out that in terms of this metric
we are one of the worst performers in
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the OECD.

In 2019 we had only 2.8 hospital beds
available for every 100,000 population,
see graph above.

However, pressure on the availability
of hospital beds was not always like
this.

Below is a graph of the evolution
of hospital bed numbers over time in
New Zealand. One can see that back
in the 1960s we used to have nearly 12
beds per 100,000 people. This is more
than four times the number of beds per
100,000 of population as we have today,
or about where Japan is in 2019. You
can see that the numbers started their
first step decline after the implementa-
tion of the Rogernomics programme of
economic reforms back in the late ‘80s.

It was reported in the WHAKATANE
Beacon as recently as Wednesday,
August 12, in an article entitled
“Hospitals ‘Full to Capacity”, that
there were no hospital beds available
in either Whakatane or Tauranga.

Imagine what would have happened
had there been demand from Covid-19
patients.

Other measures of the health of our
healthcare system would be the num-
ber of doctors and other medical staff
per unit of population, the availability
of medical diagnostic (pathology and
radiology) and therapeutic medical ser-
vices and the stocks of equipment.

Regarding equipment, and having
many years ago been a practitioner of
magnetic resonance for chemical appli-
cations, I have a particular interest in
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI).

This is a tremendously powerful
diagnostic technique whose scope and
applications keep growing.

I have discovered to my surprise
that MRI and other radiology services
in New Zealand are essentially com-
pletely privatised.

Some of these companies are in the
hands of private equity interests.

The data suggests that New Zealand’s
medical system is now estimated to be
about 23 percent privatised.

You have to ask yourself who ben-
efits most from this move from the
public to the private sector. It is most
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certainly not those citizens with limited
capacity to pay.

And despite this push to privatise,
waiting times for the uninsured are
increasing.

The bottom line is that this privatisa-
tion by stealth results in an increasing-
ly inequitable system where those with
the money to pay get the premium ser-
vice, and the rest get the waiting list.

The reforms of the ‘80s unleashed the
monster and now there is no stopping it
from devouring our health system.

It would be devastating for the major-
ity of New Zealanders if our currently
hybrid (public-private) system slowly
became more like that of the United
States, which has the poorest outcomes
and highest costs in the OECD as
shown in the graph.

Our copy-cat, brainless and selfish
progression toward a private and elitist
healthcare system is now well on its
way after four decades of neoliberalism.
Already in New Zealand 30 percent of
the privileged in our society have pri-
vate health insurance.

If we copy the United States then we
should not be surprised if we end up
where they are; with one of the crappi-
est and costliest healthcare systems in
the developed world.

We will end up with a system that
discriminates against those at the bot-
tom of the socio-economic ladder.

In America, it is the African-
Americans and Hispanics. Here it will
be Maori.

What has happened is that we are
boiling the frog slowly so that it doesn’t
notice that it is being cooked to death.

We wax lyrical in our country about
the four wellbeings including economic,
environmental, social and cultural that
we talk so much about and are included
in the local government act.

How is it, that health and education,
being fundamental to wellbeing, are
not included? They are both part of the
United Nation’s 12 development goals.

B The views expressed here are solely
my own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.
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Attacking climate change
in New Zealand

B Whakatane scientist Dr Victor
Luca shares his views on climate
change at that agriculture is our
biggest source of emissions.

THIS will be the forth column I write
in this paper on climate change since I
returned home to Whakatane in early
2019. In the one dated September 20,
2019 I pointed out that we in little old
New Zealand represent only a tiny
fraction of global emissions; less than
about 0.2 percent to put a number on
it. My answer to the question of what
we can do to avert an impending global
climate disaster was to set an example
in the hope of inducing major emit-
ters such as China, the United States
and Europe to follow suit. This is not
a moral argument as some National
politicians have cynically suggested
in the past. Rather, it is a purely self-
serving one. Having said that, our per-
capita emissions do rank quite high
and so morals are not totally irrelevant
either.

The crux of my argument was that if
we in New Zealand can’t get our own
house in order, and in so doing induce
major emitters to reduce emissions by
setting an example, we are all done for.

Our Government seems to want to do
the right thing, or at least be seen to be
doing the right thing. In that regard,
in November of last year Parliament
passed the so-call Zero Carbon bill.

Conveniently left out of the bill, how-
ever, were methane (CH4) emissions.
Methane is a potent greenhouse gas
(GHG) that is usually considered to be
somewhere between 22 and 30 times
more potent than COZ2, although it
doesn’t last as long in the atmosphere.

Now it i1s time to take a close look
at what we can actually do about this
impending crisis/catastrophe that goes
beyond posturing and platitudes.

If saving the planet boils down to
reducing emissions, then we need to
take a closer objective look at these
emissions. Pictured below is a pie
graph of New Zealand’s GHG emis-
sions and it shows what most of us
already probably know, that agricul-
ture is our biggest source of emissions.

E——
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SOURCE: GWP values in these figures are taken from the paper by Clunes

et al (2017).

accounting for about 49 percent of the
pie. Energy production is the next larg-
est slice of the pie at 39 percent. About
44 percent of this 39 percent is due to
the transport sector.

We could relatively easily cut trans-
port sector emissions in half through
all-out adoption of battery electric vehi-
cles (BEV), a technology that I can con-
fidently say has come of age. Everyone
has heard of Tesla’s impressive BEVs
but how about the Lucid Air that is
expected to be available in early 2021.
It can do 0-100kmh in less than 2.8
seconds and has a maximum range of
855km in mild weather.

I reckon that with the way the tech-
nology is advancing the days of the
internal combustion engine are num-
bered.

Despite the impressive specs of such
“green” vehicles we can never totally
eliminate all GHG from the trans-
port sector because the very process of
building BEV’s generates GHGs and
those emissions have to be taken into
account. Comprehensive Life Cycle
Analvsis (LCA) studies have consis-
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SOURCE: Mason, Transitioning New Zealand to Renewable Energy. EEA
Conference & Exhibition 2017. IPPU is industrial emissions from product

manufacture and use.
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tently shown that at best we can reduce
transport emissions 50 percent if we
fully embrace BEV technology. It would
be better to reduce transport-related
emissions to zero, but we should take
whatever we can get for now.

If we are truly wanting to reduce
emissions, we can’t simply ignore the
biggest slice of the pie, which in our
country, is due to intensive agriculture.
We are not just feeding ourselves but
much of Asia and other places.

A large proportion of agricultur-
al emissions come from livestock.
Livestock emissions are from cow
burps, and to a lesser extent, farts.
There are about two cows for every
person in New Zealand and five times
more sheep than people. Despite the
jokes Australians make about us Kiwis,
they are not far behind in the sheep-
per-capita numbers.

Cows and sheep are called ruminant
animals because they digest grass (car-
bohydrates) in the first chamber of
their stomachs known as the rumen. In
the rumen, carbohydrates (sugars) are
broken down by fermentation with the
main by-product being methane which
is produced in a process called metha-
nogenesis. But not all livestock use
this digestive process that emits large
quantities of methane. Next to each
animal in the figure above I provide
the Global Warming Potential (GWP)
in Kg of CO2-eq emitted per kilogram
of meat produced (kg CO2-eq/kg). You
can see that our steadfast friends, the
cow and the sheep, have the highest
GWP of all animals, followed closely by
the underrated, drought-tolerant goat.

On the next tier of the diagram
appears first our friend the pig with
a lower GWP by almost a factor of
10 compared to cows. Not far behind
are kangaroos and wallabies. These
animals are much despised in New
Zealand but more loved in Australia. In
fact, together with rabbits, kangaroos
and wallabies are considered serious
pests here (see BEACON article August
7, 2020). Then come the flightless birds
including turkeys, ducks and chickens,

which are highly favoured sources of
protein in countries such as the United
States and France respectively. We, of
course, eat our fair share of chicken in
this country but not so much turkey
and duck.

Aside from GHG emissions, we
should also consider the water require-
ments of these animals. Water is a
precious resource and that needs to be
taken into account. Again, cows and
sheep rank worst of all. It takes more
than 15,400 litres of water to produce
one kilogram of beef. Since the average
cow weighs about 450kg and contains
about 275kg of meat, that makes 4.2
million litres of water per cow. Sheep
meat requires 30 percent less water
and chicken meat about 60 percent
less.

The conclusions here are inescap-
able. If we are really serious about the
environment and reducing emissions,
then we simply cannot ignore the con-
tribution livestock make to emissions.
Perhaps it is time the planet started
a gradual transition toward more cli-
mate friendly foods.

I have been aware of the risks posed
by anthropogenic climate change for
the better part of three decades and
so far, I have seen scant action — in
fact, we have been all talk and no
action. In the past decade science has
moved beyond talk of preventing cli-
mate change and more toward talk of
adaption. This is clearly very bad news
indeed.

More recently, I take heart from the
fact that one of the main recent emit-
ters, China, appears to be grabbing the
bull by the horns. Aside from concerted
efforts to electrify their entire trans-
port sector, in 2016 Chinese authori-
ties released new dietary guidelines
recommending a 50 percent reduction
in personal meat consumption by 2030.
Incidentally, China is a country ruled
by technocrats, not bullshit artists, and
I suspect that whatever they do is in
the interests of self-preservation.

Efforts are under way to reduce
the amount of methane cows emit by
genetic engineering and dietary manip-
ulation and these are good avenues to
pursue no matter what. However, at
best, reductions by these methods will
be relatively marginal.

Also, there is a limit on how much
we can genetically engineer a cow. We
have already done enough to this once
formidable beast. To be realistic, we
will always want to drink cow’s milk
and eat cheese so I guess we will never
totally get rid of our friend the cow that
has contributed to our country’s pros-
perity over decades.

But we could reduce our reliance on
them and move to eating animals (if
we are to eat animals at all) that are
more consistent with the wellbeing of
the planet and humanity. We could
place more emphasis on other sectors
such as technology. So, let’s put aside
the bullshit and start adapting or risk
perishing.

B The views expressed here are solely
my own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.
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Timetolevel the playingfield

B Scientist
Doctor Victor
Lucaresponds
to Sandy Milne’s
letter on house
rentals.

I THANK Sandy

Milne for his recent letter to the editor
(BEAcon, August 7) regarding the unaf-
fordability of rentals and the greed of
landlords.

Mr Milne is indeed correct in assert-
ing that I totally omitted from my
earlier article entitled “Unaffordability
of Housing — Revisited” (BEacon, July
29) any mention of the problem of the
sky-rocketing cost of rental accommo-
dation.

The reason I omitted this from my
original article was that I thought it
obvious enough that if in our market-
driven economy, the price of houses
goes up due to the shortage of supply
and an excess in demand, then so too
would rentals. However, I thank Mr
Milne for challenging me to suggest a
solution to the problem.

Mr Milne has correctly pointed out
that most landlords charge the “mar-
ket rate”. Although he has resisted the
urge to hike rents in the interests of
being humane to his tenants, I would
guess that there are relatively few peo-
ple like Mr Milne around these days.

Folk who put a premium on the
wellbeing of their fellow man must be
rare and I applaud him for his kind
disposition.

The answer to Mr Milne’s question
of how we can remedy the situation
comes down to understanding the rot-
ten dynamic that determines the mar-
ket rate for rentals and how to change
it?

The answer must surely be, to a first
approximation, the same things that
determine the price of housing.

My articles were aimed at address-
ing the determinants of housing supply
and demand for rental or freehold prop-
erties and I laid the blame squarely at
the feet of central governments past
and present.

Governments have fuelled demand
through generous immigration policies,
and prior to August of 2018, allowing
foreign buyers, who don’t even live
here, to soak up properties in our mar-

Housing The People

Under NATIONAL Rule

Finest ?In World

I had the good fortune to visit
the Orakei housing scheme. I
have an extensive knowledge of
housing schemes and have
visited them all over Europe, /
and I want to congratulate New %

_ Zealand in having the finest
housing scheme in the world. I
trust that nothing occurs to
prevent the scheme being car-
ried through to completion.
H. Ryan, Professor of
Scholastic Philosophy at Queen’s
University, Belfast, Ireland, in a

Housing The People

Under LABOUR Rule

Evictions the order of the dﬁy.
8 Only 125 State Advances during 1934
and 1935.

Y Only £63,785 loaned for workers’ dwell-
ings during same period.

Houses built by the Government: None.

Rent Restrictions Act prevented ex-
ploitation and gave tenants security.

1,707 State Advances made during 1936
and 1937.

§ £1,153,750 loaned during same period.

) Government houses being built at rate
: of 3,500 per annum in 56 towns.

KEEP

LABOUR IN

POWER

(SOURCE: State Housing. https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/state-housing/)

ket. This drives up demand and hence
prices.

But it is not just foreigners that buy
up houses they don’t live in. Locals
with an excess of cash, or an ability
to get the money from banks by using
equity in other houses they have man-
aged to buy using mostly bank money
also drives demand.

Since there is inadequate supply,
these folk can simply charge renters
the market rate for houses they don’t
actually even own outright.

I referred to this as a Ponzi scheme.
In our country this scheme is fuelled by
commercial banks who operate under
the aegis of the Reserve Bank of New
Zealand.

Commercial banks create money
from thin air and their preference is to
loan it to those with equity rather than
first-home buyers whose deposits and
salaries are increasingly inadequate as
prices are driven up. The result is that
house prices go up and that the first
home is increasingly out of reach for
many New Zealanders who then fall
prey to unscrupulous landlords who
charge the “market rate”.

The graph below shows how house
prices have risen exponentially since
the 1960s while wages have risen only
about 50 percent over half a century.

Clearly, handing over housing to the

Price of stand-alone housing compared to
the real average hourly wage since 1963
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Sources: RBNZ HPI RD from Key Graphs Housing Data; SNZ
Infoshare series EMPO13AA, QESO09AA, QEX002AA linked; CPI

market has proven to be an abject fail-
ure if the goal is to house people. We
have now had decades of the scourge
of neoliberal economics that came into
existence in the 70s.

As a result, what we now have is
a low-wage economy and a serious
housing crisis and increasing wealth
inequality. All this has been facilitated
by commercial banks who are given a
licence by the sovereign state to essen-
tially print money and loan it out as
they see fit.

In so doing, central governments
have essentially abrogated their
responsibilities to their citizens. One
component of the cure to the housing
problem could be for government — the
sovereign state, ultimate creator of
money and the lender of last resort — to
take back control of money creation
and take a lesson from the history that
preceded this housing debacle.

Clearly, the money system needs
to be reformed as is advocated by an
organisation known as PositiveMoney
that I think is on the right track.

In the 1960s, prior to the neoliberal
assault, there were things called State
Advances Loans. All families needed
to do to own a home in those days was
scrape together a 5 percent deposit and
then governments both National and
Labour lent them the rest of the money
at 3 percent interest over 40 years.

In fact, governments, who have the
biggest balance sheets in the land,
borrowed on their own assets to house
their own citizens from 1930 to the late
1960s. These governments of old were
driven by the belief that home owner-
ship was the key to a healthy society
and a stable democracy. Were they
wrong?

Sorry to be repetitive, but whatever
we did starting from the 1970s clearly
hasn’t worked. Paradoxically, in global
terms, while millions of people lack
suitable homes, the stock of vacant
houses is gradually increasing.

Stuff reports that in 2013, 33,360 pri-
vate dwellings in the city of Auckland
were unoccupied and that by 2018 that
figure had increased by 6000 to 39,393.
The data was from the latest census.
The situation is not so dissimilar to
what happens in another city I have
lived in for a decade, the city of Buenos
Aires in Argentina. In that city of 16
million people there are about 139,000

empty dwellings.

Most of this excess housing is owned
by the wealthy who buy dwellings up
as a hedge against inflation and a store
of real value. To this problem of excess,
one proposed solution has been to tax
empty dwellings more than those that
are occupied.

According to United Nations sus-
tainable development goals, everyone
should have access to housing. More
specifically, it is sustainable develop-
ment goal 11 (sustainable cities and
communities) that aims to make cities
and human settlements inclusive, safe,
resilient and sustainable.

I am sure you have heard all these
nice sounding words before. However,
the absurdity of it all, is that we are
applying the medicine that caused the
problem to try to fix it by increasing
the dose.

One of the key targets of the sustain-
able development goals is to ensure
that folk have access to adequate, safe
and affordable housing and basic ser-
vices.

According to the UN, affordable
housing is key for development and
social equality. We seemed to know
this in the 1960s and somewhere along
the way we forgot it all.

The inability for a family to own a
home consigns them to a vicious circle
of poverty from which it is difficult to
escape.

Since they can’t raise a deposit, they
can’t get the ever-increasing loan and
so they pay exorbitant rentals and so
they can’t raise a deposit and so forth.
You get the idea.

At this point we should start asking
ourselves the question, if we really
want to end up in this country like the
United States where 45 percent of the
population doesn’t have $400 (USD)
of savings, where the minimum wage
is $7.25 and where there has been
an explosion of human faeces on the
streets of cities such as San Francisco.

In the richest country in the history
of the world Covid-19 is out of control
and the inequities of the health system
is showing itself to be a disgrace. Is this
really what we want here?

We would do well to remind ourselves
that the word “landlord” harks back to
medieval England in which only the
king and certain nobility had the right
to own lands. The peasantry had to
show fealty to the king in exchange for
protection. The life of the rural peasant
was one of restrictions, poverty, great
discontent, unrest, stress and insecu-
rity. Is the term “landlord” really such
an anachronism these days?

So, the short of it Mr Milne, is that if
government used the four levers it has
in its control in a responsible manner
to put downward pressure on house
prices, then perhaps we would go some
way to resolving the tragedy of poverty
and homelessness that is starting to
grip our country.

The present government -clearly
deserves brownie points for trying to
address the issue by using the conven-
tional neoliberal medicine of growth
although they have so far not suc-
ceeded. Perhaps it is time to consider
changing the medicine and levelling
the playing field.

B The views expressed here are solely
my own and do not express the views
or opinions of any organisation with
which I am associated.
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