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From: Tom Belford, Havelock North

Comments

1. I take it as understood and accepted that appropriate central government authorities have established the detrimental health impacts of PM10, and have set, beyond review, a national standard that is to be met to ameliorate these impacts. Neither the severity of impacts nor the standard to be met is open to further discussion, particularly by non-experts at the local level, thankfully. 

Hopefully, we’re also past the stupidity that HB people, uniquely on the planet, are somehow biologically immune to PM10 impacts (until local studies prove otherwise), or that one only suffers these impacts if they are wandering the streets at 3am on a winter night. What a remarkable fact DHB’s Dr McElnay cited yesterday … indoor pollutants are 1000 times more likely to be inhaled!

It’s just too bad DHB didn’t produce Dr McElnay much earlier in this drama.

2. The purpose of Plan Change 2 is primarily and simply to reduce current emissions from 10,941 homes in Hastings by 71% and from 10,712 homes in Napier by 47%.

3. Any delay or stretching out of achieving these reductions – however now necessary for logistical reasons – will have the known and certain consequence of prolonging adverse health effects, including premature deaths, and even adverse economic and educational effects – for example, lost work days and productivity, lost school attendance – for our population. The Regional Council bears responsibility for the suffering and other effects that will likely be extended seven years, by virtue of its inaction on the matter for the previous six years.

4. Therefore, the thrust of my submission today focuses on three measures I would urge you to consider as you get on with the task, six years on in the game, of protecting our health from air pollution.

5. To focus our ratepayer resources, perhaps we should ask what parts of our population we should most seek to protect. While the presentation of Dr McElnay from DHB made clear that all of us are affected by PM10 in the normal course of moving about, the most significant impact is on the poorest of our citizens. Indeed, a key recommendation from the DHB’s Health Impact Assessment is that HBRC financial assistance “should specifically target low income groups.”

In 2006, 35.2% of HB people lived in the highest deprivation areas 8, 9 and 10. But 62.5% of HB Maori lived in these areas, with 34% living in deprivation 10 areas. I daresay these are not homes with heat pumps, nor are they likely to be adequately insulated. These statistics probably explain why Maori representative Mike Mohi has been the only voice on the Regional Council who has not jumped up and down with glee as the Council has lobbied to postpone implementation of the standard.

So what measures might be adopted to focus the Clean Air program where it is most needed?

6. At an August 2009 Regional Council discussion of the air quality issue, it was stated that approximately 4,400 of the affected homes were rental units. Personally, I find this an unbelievably low number … it could be at least twice as many. According to Stats NZ, only 56% of HB residents own their own homes (including 60% of European ethnicity residents and only 31% of Maori). I suspect many of those rentals accommodate low-income residents. 

And I believe, as was intimated in yesterday’s exchange, that landlords have no incentive – other than moral scruples – to do the right thing in this matter. Knowingly renting an unhealthy home to people who have essentially no alternative other than to accept what is on offer is morally reprehensible. And permitting landlords to delay compliance with a new standard as long as they possibly can is equally offensive. Neither should be permitted.

It is one thing to give homeowners generous time to adjust their own heating methods. It’s another matter to let landlords extend their profiting from sub-standard heating (and insulation), and then allow them to become compliant by avoiding upfront investment in healthy heating equipment that offers low operating costs to residents.

In short, landlords are in it for the money. They should be required to act the quickest, under any regime, and to provide a solution that does not push avoidable costs onto the backs of low income renters.

7. As for the broad assistance being proposed by HBRC to assist homeowners to more safely and adequately heat their homes, I would suggest lowering the maximum income standards that govern eligibility for the program. About 33% of households in Hastings and Napier have annual incomes under $30,000. Until those homes are provided for, let the others wait or pay their own way. A family earning $75,000 or $100,000 that chooses to live in an unhealthy home at least can make that choice … dumb as it is. At the bottom of the income ladder, there is no choice without financial assistance. In fact, experience to date with the new Government program (EECA) indicates that take-up is being driven by higher income residents.

8. Finally, I fully support your proposal to expedite the conversion process by requiring all home sales to include heating compliance as a condition of transfer of ownership. This is the optimal (i.e., least painful) time to put the cost of compliance on the table. But, referring back to my earlier concern about renters, why not require a landlord to implement an upgrade when a new lease is entered on a non-compliant property?

I appreciate the opportunity to put these suggestions before you today. Thank you.

