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Meeting the environmental challenges 
 of the 21st century (C): epilogue 

By 2011, Paul Reynolds was seeing the achievement of most of the targets the State Services 
Commission set for him when he started at the Ministry for the Environment (MfE), and the 
initial goals he had set for himself. In many ways MfE was a different agency, rebuilt from 
within, with newly recruited staff, new senior leadership, and a new focus on policy capability. 

Since 2008, there had been a dramatic escalation in the pace and scope of MfE activities (Exhibit 
1), and a positive change in its public profile. Unprompted, key external stakeholders were 
remarking about the dramatic improvement in the quality of work out of the Ministry, achieved 
along with a significant increase in the quantity of work. Dr Nick Smith, Minister for the 
Environment and Minister for Climate Change, publicly praised the achievements of Paul 
Reynolds and his officials at MfE for their success with complex reforms such as bringing new 
sectors into the Emissions Trading Scheme.1 

 An April 2011 survey of the Chief Executives Environmental Forum, which brought together 
representatives of local government and the natural resources sector of central government, 
provided very positive endorsement of MfE-led initiatives. MfE’s 2010/2011 output of 106 
Cabinet papers, with input provided to a similar number led by other departments, compared 
more than favourably with many larger agencies. Now in a stable financial situation, with 
spending directed to developing its own resources rather than funding consultants, the Ministry 
could comfortably manage with a reduced baseline budget.  

The Environmental Leadership Team had taken with relish to their new strategic thinking role. 
For the Tier 3 directors’ group, the mental switch proved much more challenging as they were 
asked to take responsibility for budgeting and business planning. At times, Paul Reynolds had to 
confront disaffected managers who were actively working against the new structure. This sent 
some powerful messages. Senior HR Adviser Jane Paterson, familiar with several public sector 
restructurings, noted the CE’s commitment to maintain the momentum of change, and to 
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consistently model and encourage desirable behaviours and set clear boundaries about what was 
acceptable. “This is a long term process. It’s hard, and we need to build people, not just systems 
and processes.” 

“Line of sight” 

The “People Strategy”, introduced in 2011, took the drivers for cultural change and the 
development of new capabilities a step further. Both remuneration and performance evaluation 
had been changed to actively encourage individual development.  

New salary bands were established from the beginning of 2011. Performance appraisals were 
done as “rolling conversations” about development options. One powerful tool introduced with 
the new performance and development plan template asked staff members to “write their own 
story” telling how they personally would achieve the strategic direction, and noting future career 
opportunities they would look out for. 

Significant effort had been put into the “line of sight” philosophy, which established that each 
staff member should have a clear understanding of how their work fitted in and contributed to 
the overall mission of the organisation, through their reporting line, down to individual 
performance plans. As the Deputy Secretary, Programmes, Sue Powell said: “We have this 
common language, so we have got common expectations that run through everyone’s 
development, from the Chief Executive (in relation to the State Services Commissioner) to the 
receptionist.” 

The COBRA policy approach was now in its second edition, while “Building capable managers”, 
originally a bespoke programme designed for MfE, had also been revised and was being used 
across the whole natural resources sector. As Paul Reynolds noted, in a letter introducing each 
individual performance and development plan: “We are on our way to becoming a high 
performing agency, however it is now time to take this to new level. Specifically, this means 
being BAD (better and different).” 

MfE was being seen as a good place to work, with regular opportunities to engage with senior 
managers, many of them informal such as weekly morning teas which the CE attended on a 
different floor each week. In an increasingly competitive policy analyst environment, unplanned 
staff turnover at 16 per cent, though higher than the overall public sector average, was in line 
with the movement of policy staff across government.  

On his arrival in 2008, Paul Reynolds had committed the Ministry to take part in the annual 
Gallup staff engagement survey, though he knew that it was likely to reflect the upheavals of the 
management and policy restructuring. The lowest point came in 2009, with the survey showing 
only 21 percent of staff feeling “engaged” and the same number “actively disengaged”.  

But the 2010 survey, taken in August as the new strategic direction and policy function was 
being introduced, showed the tide clearly turning towards engagement. The upward trend 
continued in 2011, putting MfE in the top 6 agencies of the New Zealand state sector, and 
closing on a “very good” ranking by international standards (Exhibit 2). Similarly, the 
organisational scorecard (Exhibit 3) showed a definite upward trend. 



Exhibit 1: 
Ministry for the Environment activities 2008-2011 
Date Government initiatives & related Ministry activities  External events relevant to 

the story 

2008  Forestry sector enters ETS (1 Jan) 

 Updated 5-yearly State of Environment report issued (31 Jan)  

 Waste Minimisation Act 2008 passed. 

 Climate Change Response Amendment Act  (Emissions Trading Scheme) (September) 
 National Policy Statement under RMA (Electricity Transmission) gazetted 

 National environmental standards for telecommunications and sources of human drinking water 
come in force 

 Board of Inquiry calls for submissions on National Policy Statement on Freshwater (September) 
 

 National Government 
elected (November): Nick 
Smith Minister for 
Environment and Climate 
Change Issues 

 Natural Resources Sector 
Network established 
 

2009  Resource Management (Simplifying and Streamlining) Amendment Act 2009 introduces 
Environmental Protection Authority and other changes   

 Sustainability priorities discontinued or scaled back 
 Government announces Land and Water Forum New Start for Fresh Water. (June).  

 Waste minimisation levy introduced with  very short lead time (July )  

 Phase 1 of LUCAS land use and carbon analysis system database introduced. (September) 
 Govt announces conditional target of greenhouse gas reductions by 10 and 20 percent of 1990 

levels by 2020.  
 ETS to be modified to reduce costs to households and impacts on jobs. Full application by 2015 

(August) 
 Amendments to Climate Change Response Act passed (Dec) 

 Environmental Protection Authority established as statutory office within MfE (Oct) 

 Investigation into poor RMA performance by some councils commissioned  

 

2010  Liquid fossil fuels, stationary energy and industrial process enter ETS (1 January) 

 ETS full obligations for transport, energy, industrial processes(1 July) 
 Special Legislation passed removing ECan Regional Council (April) 

 

 Commissioners take over 
water management in 
Canterbury (May) 

 Govt announces review of 
expenditure on policy 
(August) 

 Scott review  of 
expenditure on policy 
advice reports to 
Government (December) 

 Land and Water Forum 
report to Cabinet 
(October) 

2011  National Policy Statement: Fresh Start for Fresh Water announced (May) 

 National Policy Statement on renewable energy (May) 

 EEZ and ECS environmental effects legislation announced (June) 
 ERMA disestablished, new EPA formed from merger of EPA statutory office and ERMA 

commences (1 July) 
 

 Government response to 
review of expenditure on 
policy advice 
announced(April) 
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