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1. Updates for noting

1.1. Update on wastewater sector reports

We previously updated you on two wastewater sector reports that we commissioned to 
support our planning to develop a new national environmental standard for wastewater 
discharges and overflows (wastewater NES). 

These reports are intended to provide information to enhance our understanding of the 
issues facing the wastewater sector, and inform our conversations with partners and 
stakeholders regarding the scope of the wastewater NES.  

Wastewater treatment plant report (WWTP) 

Since our last update, we have received the final copy of the wastewater treatment plant 
consent conditions report (WWTP report). This report analysed the consent conditions from 
a representative sample of 38 wastewater treatment plants across New Zealand.  

One of the key findings in the WWTP report is inconsistency with regards to monitoring 
parameters, reporting, and the use of compliance limits for wastewater discharges. It also 
found limited accommodation for Māori considerations related to cultural monitoring and 
reporting requirements. 

The report also identified potential opportunities for integrating best practices as standard 
consent conditions, such as the use of management plans and cultural/iwi reporting 
requirements. It noted that these are matters that could potentially be addressed through a 
national environmental standard. 

We have provided your office with a copy of the report, and we intend to share this with 
Local Government NZ and other key stakeholders as part of our upcoming engagement 
activities. 

Wastewater sector report 

This report will assess issues facing the wastewater sector, including climate change, 
treatment technologies, trade waste, and land-based disposal practices. We expect to 
receive a draft of the report in early August, which we intend to circulate to iwi and local 
government representatives for comment prior to finalisation in late September.  

We will update you on the outcomes of these conversations, and on further findings as they 
become available. 
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1.2. The Impact of COVID-19 Alert Levels on New Zealand’s Air Quality — Preliminary 
Data 

As part of an environmental assessment of COVID-19, the Ministry is undertaking a national 
study of how air quality changed during the Alert Level response to COVID-19. The study 
has a focus on particulate matter and nitrogen dioxide levels, as this data is the most readily 
available. Particulate matter can cause significant health effects, particularly for the elderly 
and infants, people with asthma and other respiratory diseases, and sufferers of other 
chronic diseases, such as heart disease. Exposure to nitrogen dioxide can have similar 
health impacts. Our initial analysis of preliminary data has shown general patterns across 
New Zealand in relation to the COVID-19 lockdown periods for a few selected air quality 
monitoring sites. Regional council air quality data for the relevant period is currently 
undergoing quality assessment and our analyses are ongoing. 

It is important to note that regional variation is not represented in the initial analysis. Air 
quality is significantly influenced by natural factors such as weather and geography. For 
instance, strong winds can disperse contaminants, or inversion layers can trap 
contaminants. Additionally, ambient air quality contaminants are monitored by regional 
councils in accordance with requirements in the Resource Management (National 
Environmental Standards for Air Quality) Regulations 2004. Therefore, data is generally only 
available for known problem areas, as monitoring is undertaken only where the national 
standards are likely to be exceeded.  

Particulate Matter 
The most common air quality contaminant monitored across NZ is PM10 (particulate matter 
less than 10 micrometres in size). Most PM10 comes from the combustion of fuels such as 
wood and coal (from home heating and industry), petrol (from cars), biomass burning, wind-
blown dust, and natural sources such as sea salt. 

Compared to the average for the same time of year over the previous 5 years, national PM10 
levels from residential sites dropped during lockdown level 4, then rose during levels 3 and 
2: 

• -13.1% - lockdown level 4
• +2.9% - lockdown level 3
• +20.6% - lockdown level 2
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PM10 levels were generally slightly lower during Level 4 and Level 3 than the same period in 
the previous 5 years. Initial decreases in PM10 levels may be attributable to decreased traffic 
and industry during level 4. These decreases may then have been offset by increased 
domestic heating during later lockdown weeks due to more people at home for longer hours, 
and decreasing temperatures. Natural sources and weather patterns also influence 
fluctuations in PM10 levels from year to year. 

PM2.5 (particulate matter less than 2.5 micrometres in size) is not yet widely monitored, but 
in NZ PM2.5 levels more accurately reflect anthropogenic sources of particulate matter, 
including traffic exhaust and smoke from home heating. Compared to the average for the 
same time of year over the previous 5 years, national PM2.5 levels at roadside sites dropped 
more significantly than PM10 during lockdown levels 4 and 3, then returned to ‘usual’ levels 
during level 2: 

• -32.2% - lockdown level 4
• -17.7% - lockdown level 3
• +2.4% - lockdown level 2

The focus of the proposed amendments to the NESAQ is to introduce standards and 
monitoring requirements for PM2.5. PM2.5 is a subset of PM10 and disproportionately 
dominates PM10 levels in NZ. 

Nitrogen Dioxide levels 
Nitrogen dioxide (NO2) levels are monitored at roadsides, predominantly in larger urban 
areas, as motor-vehicle emissions are the major source of the contaminant. 
Compared to the average for the same time of year over the previous 5 years, national NO2 
levels dropped significantly during lockdown levels 4, 3 and 2: 

• -45.3% - lockdown level 4
• -30.3% - lockdown level 3
• -30.7% - lockdown level 2

The significant decreases are likely due an overall decrease in traffic, or from changed traffic 
patterns where lockdown requirements diverted traffic away from normal peak areas (ie, 
from central cities to suburban areas). Levels of NO2 started to rise again as restrictions 
were lifted while moving down alert levels. 

We note that Queen Street results may be skewing the national data. Due to recent street 
reconfiguration (temporary reduction from four lanes to two), NO2 levels at Queen Street 
were still 48% below the average over the previous 5 years at the start of Alert Level 1. 
Meanwhile, NO2 levels returned to near-normal at Willis St (Wellington) and Riccarton St 
(Christchurch) during Alert Level 2. 

Next steps for the study 

Over the next three months, we intend to validate the data that has been received from 
regional councils for the period from March to July 2020; and clarify the extent to which 
changes in meteorology (for example, temperature and wind direction) may have influenced 
the findings. 
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1.3. Consultation on proposed amendments to the National Environmental Standards for 
Air Quality (NESAQ) has closed 

Consultation on the NESAQ closed on 31 July 2020. We received 115 submissions and 
have granted a short extension for a further five significant stakeholders to 10 August 2020, 
including the New Zealand Home Heating Association and several public health units.  

We received 55 submissions through our consultation web tool, the majority of which 
indicated support for the proposals. The remaining 60 submissions received were technical 
and will require a significant amount of time and work to analyse. 

The submissions we received from iwi were largely supportive of the proposals. Through our 
engagement with iwi on the proposals, we have advised that we will remain open to receiving 
their feedback over the next few months.  

The Whareroa Marae community have submitted on the proposals. An overview of this 
submission will be included in the briefing for your 26 August hui with Whareroa Marae, due 
to your office by 7 August. 

Submissions analysis will continue through August and September. We expect to be in a 
position to advise on the consultation outcomes and are likely to seek Ministerial direction 
from any in-coming Government later in the year. This is in line with previously advised 
timeframes enabling gazettal of the amendments by mid-2021 [2020-B-06663 refers]. 
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