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Request for advice: national environmental standard for small-scale 
wind 

Key Messages  

1. This briefing provides you with information and preliminary advice on the potential for a
national environmental standard (NES) under the Resource Management Act 1991
(RMA) for small-scale wind. This was developed in response to your request for advice
following an email from Blueskin Energy which proposed a NES as a tool to increase
the uptake of small-scale wind generation.

2. Our preliminary view is that while a NES would likely provide some support to small-
scale wind, at this stage we do not consider it to be significant enough to warrant
investment. This is primarily because:

• Wind generation is subject to economies of scale. Overall, we expect small scale
wind to make up a very small proportion of our future wind portfolio  This means it
might not be a priority for regulatory intervention

• While a NES could set standards for impacts such as noise which could help local
authorities assess its impacts, a NES would be unable to resolve other perceived
barriers to wind generation. A NES cannot permit activities with significant
environmental effects, and councils are still required to balance the provisions of
the National Policy Statement for Renewable Energy Generation (NPS-REG)
against other considerations such as amenity values, when making consenting
decisions.

• National direction tools can only influence planning and consenting decisions, and
the remainder of the decisions to construct electricity infrastructure are market
driven. Market forces can have a greater impact on the viability of wind generation
than the planning system, as evidenced by the significant difference between the
700 MW (megawatts) of wind capacity currently installed and the 2,500 MW of
consented wind generation yet to be built.

3. This is not to say that the role of the planning system should not be considered more
broadly to ensure it supports renewable energy generation. The NPS-REG (which
cove s small-scale wind gene ation) was evaluated in 2016. The evaluation found that
the objectives of the NPS REG are in line with the Government’s strategic direction to
transition towards a low-carbon economy and to promote the use of renewable energy.

4. However it also found that the NPS-REG is yet to be fully ‘tested’ and could potentially
have more impact on decision making under the RMA when there is more pressure to
increase electr city supply in New Zealand.

5. As work of the Interim Climate Change Committee progresses, and as we determine
the response to the Productivity Commission’s low emissions economy report, we will
have a clearer picture of the barriers and incentives needed to achieve lower emission
energy targets. We can then better consider the role of the resource management
planning and consenting system and what national direction instruments, such as a NES
on small-scale wind, will be the most valuable and effective.
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Recommendations 

6. We recommend that you:

a. Note that the Productivity Commission and the Interim Climate Change
Committee will make recommendations on how New Zealand can move toward
low emission electricity

b. Note officials will consider the role of the resource management planning and
consenting system, including national direction instruments, in supporting the
uptake of renewable electricity in response to the Interim Climate Change
Committee’s recommendations

c. Note that at this preliminary stage, we do not consider a national environmental
standard on small-scale wind to be a priority for investment

d. Agree that a national environmental standard on small scale wind not be
progressed at this time

Yes/No 

e. Agree to forward this advice to Hon David Parker, Minister for the Environment
and Hon Megan Woods, Minister of Energy and Resources for their information.

Yes/No 

Signature 

Paul Alexander  
Programme Director, Transit on Hub 

Hon James Shaw 
Minister for Climate Change Date 

David Chittenden  
Manager, Urban and Infrastructure Policy  
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Request for advice: national environmental standard for small-scale 
wind 

Supporting material 

Context 

1. On Monday 16 July, you received an email from Scott Willis of Blueskin Energy
suggesting that a national environmental standard (NES) under the Resource
Management Act 1991 (RMA) would support the uptake of small-scale wind operations.

2. Scott Willis met with Minister Woods to discuss this matter on Thursday 21 June.
3. In summary, Mr Willis argues that the National Policy Sta ement for Renewable

Electricity Generation (NPS-REG) is not sufficiently enabling small-scale wind
generation and proposes that a NES would help facilitate local decision making.

4. You requested advice from officials in response to the issues he raised
5. This briefing provides background information and initial advice on the merits of small-

scale wind and the use of a national direction tool to support its uptake. Further analysis
would be required to offer a fuller assessment of the costs and benefits of national
direction or other possible interventions.

Background on the Blueskin entities 
6. Blueskin Resilient Communities Trust (BRCT) is a charitable trust formed in 2008, which

works on creating local climate solutions. Jeanette Fitzsimons CNZM is their patron.
BRCT’s projects are focused in Blueskin Bay and surrounding communities in coastal
Otago. The Trust sees i self as contribut ng to national solutions to climate change as
well as promoting a sustainable and resilient community as a model for other
communities to learn from.

7. Blueskin Energy Limited is a social enterprise established by BRCT to develop local
green energy projects and to develop national relationships to advance this cause.
Between 2009 and 2017, Blueskin Energy Limited pursued establishment of a
community scale wind generation project in Blueskin Bay near Dunedin. The
Environment Court ultimately declined consent in 2017 on the basis of visual amenity
value of the land.

8. Blueskin Energy Limited launched Blueskin Energy Network (BEN) in December 2017.
BEN is a retail platform and smart grid marketplace designed to enable a much greater
use of renewable technology such as wind and solar energy. BEN allows residents of
Blueskin Bay and some other regions on the PowerNet distribution network to buy
electricity from neighbours who have surplus generation from their own solar panels or
small wind turbines connected to the local distribution network.

9. These entities are collectively referred to as “Blueskin Energy”.

Small-scale wind generation 
10. There is no specific definition of ‘small-scale wind’. To some people it means household

scale wind turbines, and to others, a small wind farm of utility-scale turbines.
Considering utility scale turbines (e.g. taller than 30 metres hub height), we note that all
else being equal, small-scale wind projects result in higher-cost electricity. This is
because:

• There are typically economies of scale with wind farms
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• Modern wind turbines deliver lower-cost electricity in-part by increasing turbine size
(e.g. 100 metre hub heights).1

11. While small scale wind may not be as cost effective, it may have benefits in providing
increased community resilience and in improved community buy-in to local generation.

Overall, we expect small-scale wind to make up a very small proportion of future wind 
portfolio which might not make it a priority for regulation  

12. In New Zealand we have exceptional wind resources. Over 40,000 megawatts of wind
potential has been identified. This is far more wind capacity than we need (even with
widespread electrification of transport and other parts of the energy sector). There has
been more than 2,500 MW (megawatts) of consented wind generation that is yet to be
built.2 This is a substantial amount of consented wind, considering the current installed
wind capacity is less than 700 MW.

13. New Zealand has choices about which wind sites we use – we do not need to develop
small-scale projects unless they offer benefits compared to other wind projects  The
electricity sector can choose the most cost-effective sites (to maintain affordability of
electricity) that minimise effects.

14. Overall, we expect small-scale wind to make up a very small proportion of our future
wind portfolio. As noted above, the economics of small-scale wind are a key factor.
Seven small-scale wind farms have been built to date (showing that they can be
successfully developed), but these projects only make up less than 3% of our total wind
installed capacity.

15. While wind farms are subject to economies of scale, the consenting costs do not
contribute to this. Information provided by Blueskin about consenting costs (including
an allowance for pro bono work) shows that consenting costs are very similar on a
‘dollars per megawatt’ basis to larger scale w nd farms. That is, the consenting costs of
small-scale wind are far lower in absolute terms, than the costs of consenting larger
projects.

All wind farms, irrespective of scale, have effects to be managed  

16. Smaller wind farms do not necessarily have fewer or lesser effects than larger scale
wind projects  This is because drawing comparisons between small and large wind
farms shou d compare the number of small wind farms required to produce the same
amount of electricity as a larger wind farm. Given that small-scale wind projects often
use lower hub-height turbines, more turbines are required to deliver the same electrical
energy than for a larger scale wind project.

17. Therefore, the cumulative impact of small-scale wind farms (to deliver the same energy
as a larger scale project) can have similar (or even greater) effects than larger scale
projects.

18. The choice of wind farm location, scale and technology type is currently market-led.
This helps ensure electricity is affordable and that we have a secure supply system.
Our view is that the environmental effects of proposed wind farms should continue to
be assessed against the relevant regional or district plan provisions regardless of their
scale.

1 Larger turbines require wider access roads and larger specialist cranes for construction. So the larger turbines that give rise to 
lower electricity costs are most likely to be used on medium to large scale wind projects. 

2 From Electricity Authority website  
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National direction under the Resource Management Act 1991 

19. National direction can be used to direct and guide local government planning and
decision making through a range of statutory and non-statutory mechanisms. Statutory
mechanisms include national policy statements (NPS), the New Zealand Coastal Policy
Statement, national environmental standards (NES), section 360 regulations, and
national planning standards. A table which provides more detail on available national
direction instruments is included in Appendix 1.

20. National direction supports councils in their decision making by setting out more
explicit guidance on the matters of national importance, and other matters listed in
Part 2 of the RMA.  The benefits of renewable energy are recognised explicitly as a
matter to which decision-makers are required to have particular regard under section
7. Additionally, further guidance is provided through the existing National Policy
Statement for Renewable Electricity Generation 2011 (NPS-REG), as discussed
below.  It is the Minister for the Environment’s statutory role to recommend the making
of any national direction under the RMA.

Small-scale wind generation is covered under the existing NPS-REG 

21. Renewable electricity generation is currently covered by the NPS REG which became
operative in 2011. The NPS-REG directs local authorities to recognise the significance
of renewable electricity generation (REG) and requires the introduction of objectives,
policies and methods to provide for REG activities in their RMA plans.

22. The NPS-REG applies to REG activities at any scale and covers the construction,
operation and maintenance of structures associated with REG. The NPS-REG requires
local authorities to include provisions within regional policy statements and regional and
district plans that provide for the development, operation, maintenance, and upgrading
of new and existing REG activities. Policy F of the NPS-REG requires plans to include
provisions that provide for wind and sma l or community-scale energy generation. The
NPS-REG must also be given effect to in resource consenting decisions.

23. The NPS-REG also a lows decision makers to have regard to offsetting measures or
environmental compensation (when considering any residual environmental effects of
REG  activities that cannot be avoided, remedied or mitigated), as well as the provision
to manage reverse sensitivity

A recent evaluation of the NPS-REG found that it reasonably enables renewable electricity 
generation  

24. An evaluation of how councils across the country have given effect to the NPS-REG
was carried out in 2016. The evaluation found that most district plans that have
implemented the NPS-REG are reasonably enabling for REG projects, particularly for
small and community scale generation. The evaluation found no technical problems,
unforeseen consequences, or issues with the NPS-REG that require urgent attention.
The objectives of the NPS-REG were found to be in line with the Government’s strategic
direction to transition towards a low-carbon economy and to promote the use of
renewable energy.

25. However, the evaluation did conclude that in 2016:

• the introduction of the NPS-REG had not noticeably increased the consistency of
REG planning provisions across regional policy statements or regional or district
plans

• the NPS-REG alone did not appear to have had a significant impact on the way
decisions on resource consents are made
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• the full impact of the NPS-REG on planning and consenting for REG is yet to be
seen as:

- at the time of the evaluation, not all plans were yet required to give effect to
the NPS-REG

- growth in electricity demand had been flat since 2007 and there had been
little activity in obtaining resource consents for new major electricity
generation projects since 2013, meaning that the NPS-REG had not been
widely tested through the consenting process.

26. Consequently the NPS-REG could potentially have more impact on RMA decision
making when there is more pressure to increase electricity supply in New Zealand. The
NPS-REG requires the Minister for the Environment to collaborate with local authorities
and relevant government agencies to measure progress towards the Government’s
national REG target.

Challenges identified by stakeholders with the NPS-REG 

27. The evaluation of the NPS-REG sought feedback on the effectiveness of the NPS-REG
from local authorities and electricity generators who identified challenges in
implementing the NPS. Submissions to the Productivity Commission’s draft Low
Emissions Economy 2018 report also identified a similar range of challenges with the
NPS-REG, including inconsistency in REG planning provisions (both between and
within regions) and perceived difficulties in resolving the interaction between the NPS-
REG and other national direction instruments. Generators suggested a range of
possible improvements, including the development of a NES specific to REG activities.

28. During the development and engagement on the proposed NPS-REG many submitters
raised the need to support councils to implement the NPS-REG by providing consistent
provisions for REG through a supporting instrument such as a NES. In 2010, the Board
of Inquiry into the Proposed NPS-REG recommended that a NES to complement the
provisions of the NPS be considered by the Minister for the Environment, however this
was not pursued. Th s may have raised expectations of stakeholders that such an
instrument would be orthcoming.

29. While there is a lack of industry consensus on the appropriateness of a NES specific to
REG activities, some wind generators have suggested that a NES should be developed
to prescribe standards for noise and shadow flicker from wind turbines. They consider
that introducing a NES which provides specific noise parameters for a permitted activity
would pre-empt arguments about wind farm noise, as long as the permitted NES
standards were complied with. This could go some way to improving certainty for
investment in wind farms. This view is reflected in Blueskin’s email to you.

30. National planning standards might offer another mechanism for providing direction to
local authorities to support consistency and clarity about enabling provisions for
renewable energy in the future.

A NES would likely address some but not all potential barriers to small-scale wind generation 

31. Notwithstanding feedback from stakeholders, a NES would be unable to resolve other
perceived barriers to wind generation. A NES cannot permit activities which have
significant environmental effects, and councils still have to weigh up the provisions of
other national direction instruments and the matters in Part 2 of the RMA.

32. It is also important to note that national direction tools can only influence planning and
consenting decisions, and the remainder of the decisions to construct electricity
infrastructure are market driven. It is likely that a recent relative lack of new renewable
energy generation activity is due more to market conditions than inconsistencies across
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