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Summary 

Although New Zealand’s Paris Agreement Climate change target of “30% below 2005 levels” sounds 

similar to those of Australia, Canada, USA and the EU, in fact it is far worse and weaker. This is 

because NZ uses a Gross-Net comparison between 2005 and 2030 rather than a Net-Net, like 

everyone else. Because our forest sink, the difference between our gross and net emissions, is so 

large, our target is hugely easier and shamefully unambitious. We used this method in the First 

Kyoto Assessment period and unnoticed by the world are continuing to use it for our Paris 2030 

target. This essentially means that our target instead of being “30% below 2005 or 11% below 1990”, 

is in fact “7.5% above 2005 or 67% above 1990”. This disgraceful cheating needs to be revealed to 

the world. I suspect that many top climate scientists know this but are unwilling to reveal it because 

it would discredit the Paris agreement itself, and expose New Zealand to a much steeper reduction 

which would adversely affect New Zealand’s economy. The conclusion must be that it is more 

important to be seen to do something about Climate Change than to actually do anything about it. 

The story 

To demonstrate the truth of the contention that  NZ’s target of “30% below 2005 levels or 11% 

below 1990 levels”, is in fact “7.5% above 2005 levels or 67.9% above 1990 levels”, requires careful 

consideration of two charts and one table. 

Fig. 1. 
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Fig 1. Shows NZ’s gross and net ghg emissions from 1990 to 2015. This comes from the NZ GHG 

Inventory, published May 20171. The chart also projects our emissions forward to 2030 on a straight 

line basis to reach our Paris commitment targets. There are two targets: Point E (57.7 Mtns) which 

represents our net emissions in 2030 being 30% below the 2005 gross level. Point E is what I believe 

is the Government’s intended target. The second target, Point F, (37.6 Mtn), is what I believe should 

be NZ’s target if we are to compare our target with those of Australia, Canada, USA and the  EU. 

Table 1. shows NZ emissions in the key years, 1990, 2005 (the base year for our Paris commitment}, 

2015 (the latest official statistics) and 2030 (our Paris target year) 

 

 

There are four ways to prove that New Zealand’s commitment to the Paris Climate Change treaty is 

point E, 2030 net being 30% below 2005 gross, which is not comparing like with like, and is a scam. 

1.  Firstly, by carefully reading the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions of the five 

countries in our comparison2 (Appendix 2).  We like to compare ourselves with Australia, Canada, 

The USA and the EU and our INDC sounds on the surface pretty similar to theirs. Australia’s is “26-

28% below 2005”, Canada “30% below 2005”, USA “26-28% below 2005 by 2025”, and the EU “at 

least 40% domestic reduction below 1990 level”. The EU commitment is by far the strongest. As well, 

we like to feel superior to Australia whose climate change-denying government encourages coal-

fired power generation over renewables. 

When we read Australia’s INDC2 it clearly states, “based on UNFCC inventory reporting categories 

using a net-net approach”. Canada states, “account for the land sector using a net-net approach”. 

The USA says, “to account for 100% of ghg emissions and removals on a net-net basis”. The EU 

states, “…activity or land-based approach for emissions and removals from LULUCF”. However, when 

we look at the NZ INDC we get “providing for Kyoto Protocol accounting approaches to be applied to 

the greenhouse gas inventory.” Not a mention of net-net. If our government intended a net-net 

approach, why not say so like the other countries. The disturbing conclusion must be that it intends 

using the gross- net accounting method, and essentially cheating at the Paris Accord. 

2. The issue could be easily settled by asking the Government one simple question: “Assuming that 

our emissions in 2005 (the base year) were 82.5 Mtn gross and 53.7 Mtns net (table 1), if NZ 

achieved its Paris target in 2030, what would its net emissions be in that year?” To my knowledge, 

no one has asked this 

3. The third proof involves calculating how severe the reductions would have to be to reach a net- 

net reduction figure (point F) of 37.6 Mtns. The latest figure for net emissions is 56.4 Mtn from 2015 

(table 1). However, it is now 2017 and there is no reason to believe that our current emissions are 

Table of key climate figures 1990-2030

Year of 1990 2005 2015 2030

Inventory gross net gross net gross net net at 30% net at 30% below

below 2005 gross 2005 net

1990-2013 66.7 38 84.6 56 na na 59.2 39.2

1990-2015 64.6 34.4 82.5 53.7 80.1 56.4 57.7 37.6

Point A Point B Point C Point D Point E Point F
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below 56.4 Mtn. This means that over 12 years the required drop would be 56.4-37.6 or 18.8 Mtns. 

On a straight-line basis, this means a reduction of 1.6 Mtn every year. Now, there is no government 

policy in place which could get anywhere near this amount of reduction, and in fact with their 

emphasis on road transport and irrigation, leading to dairy farming expansion, net emissions seem 

likely to continue rising. Even the Green Party is only proposing emission reductions of 1 Mtn per 

year. A reduction of 1.6 Mtns per year would require a reset of our economy, which leads to the 

conclusion that the government intends a gross-net target, not a net-net one. 

4. The fourth proof means taking a close look at the statement “30% below 2005 levels which 

equates to 11 % below 1990 levels.” This commitment was made in 2015 when the only figures 

available were from 2013. Now, from table 1, using the 2013 figures, 30% below  84.6  (2005 gross) 

is 59.2. 11% below 66.7 (1990 gross) is 59.4, near enough to the same number. Note these results 

are to be NZ’s net emissions in 2030, which is fairly close to point E on chart 1. 

In fact, it is exactly point E when you take into account the downward revision in the whole 1990-

2015 emissions time series of approximately two Mtns. This recalculation is explained on page 5 of 

the 2017 ghg Inventory snapshot. 

As well, it has been suggested that the Government could be talking about a gross-gross reduction or 

a net-net rather than a gross-net, as I believe they are. The numbers, however, contradict this. A)_A 

gross-gross reduction of 30% would be 30% below 2005 but 10% ABOVE 1990. B) A net-net 

reduction would be 30% below 2005, but 9.3% above 1990. Gross-net is the only one that fits, so by 

giving both the reduction below 2005 and its equivalent below 1990, the Government has given the 

only irrefutable evidence to support the near-proofs of 1 and 3 above, that NZ’s Paris target is in fact 

a gross-net one. 

 

  Finally, Fig 2 illustrates how disgraceful is our contribution to stopping climate change.  

 

 



Note: For simplicity, emissions are straight-line averaged between 1990 and 2005, between 2005 

and 2015, and between 2015 and 2030. The pathways have actually shown considerable annual 

variation and will continue to do so. 

Further explanation of Fig.2. We assume that all the five countries start in 1990, then we trace their 

net emissions growth, or fall, in percentage terms until 2015, according to their latest inventories4. 

The lines after 2015 show each country’s progress towards their Paris goal assuming straight line 

progress. Because emissions between 2015 and 2020, the start of the Paris targets, are not known, 

we have assumed that net emissions in this period will be level and then the net- net line will fall 

steeply to reach the net -net target. Even if NZ pursues a net-net policy, which we believe it won’t, 

its achievement will still be worse than any of the other countries! 

Conclusion: 

1. The outcome of all this subterfuge is that New Zealand, with such easy targets, has had no 

incentive to reduce emissions, with the result that our net emissions rise 1990 – 2015 (63%) 

is the second worst in the OECD, behind only Turkey. 

2. Going forward to 2030 our emissions can rise rather than fall, and still meet the target, 

which is not doing our fair share to keep world temperature rise below 2 degrees. 

3. We intend to use international carbon trading and cashing in our Kyoto credits, rather than 

domestic reductions, to meet our target 

4. The world and almost all journalists, political parties (including the Green Party) and climate 

activists seem either convinced that New Zealand’s Paris commitment is similar to other 

countries when it isn’t, or if acknowledging its gross-net nature, do not see a problem with 

this. 

5. The use of gross-net comparison under Kyoto has actually made our Paris target even 

weaker than shown above so far. This is because the weak Kyoto target pre 2012 allowed us 

to have a higher 2005 emission level, and the Paris reduction effort was calculated from this 

higher point, making it proportionally higher. This is the second reason why the blue NZ line 

is so far above the other four and the target for 2030 is 67% above 1990 levels, rather than 

40% below 1990 like the EU is. This difference is astronomical! A look at the table (Reference 

4), which supports Fig2. Makes it clear; Australia rose 3% from 1990 to 2005, Canada – 

36.6%, USA 18.7% and EU fell 9.4%, whereas NZ rose 55.6% . This means that NZ, having to 

drop 30% from a much higher level, has an easier target. 

6. If we had to bring our commitment into line with others’ it would have a far more 

devastating effect on our economy than on any other country’s.  

 

Appendix 1 

How I came to notice the gross-net deception.  

Climate Action Tracker published a paper in 20153 entitled “New Zealand deploys creative 

accounting to allow emissions to rise.” This outlines what happened under Kyoto. I contacted several 

people about this, who told me that all countries used gross-net for Kyoto. This is obviously not true. 

But the real enormity of the problem has now emerged with the use of the same accounting method 

for Paris 2030. I recently contacted more climate activists about this. One asked me what the 

difference between gross and net meant, and the other said that figures made their head spin. Now 

if activists who spend their waking hours battling climate change don’t get it, what chance is there 

for the person in the street? If we are to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, we have to look carefully 

http://climateactiontracker.org/assets/publications/briefing_papers/NZ_INDC_Assessment_July_2015.pdf
http://climateactiontracker.org/assets/publications/briefing_papers/NZ_INDC_Assessment_July_2015.pdf
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at the figures and we need to ask persistent questions until we truly understand them and are able 

to expose corrupt practices with confidence. It is all too easy to just move onto the next issue or 

climate change scare story. What we really need is a deep understanding of the enormous 

reductions which will be needed to meet the 2 degree warming threshold and how these can be 

genuinely achieved. 

Jan Wright, in her last report as Parliamentary commissioner for the Environment, “Stepping Stones 

to Paris and beyond,” admits on page 19, “When expressed in net-net terms, and with1990 as a 

consistent base year, NZ’s Paris target is 67% above 1990..” 

 

Appendix 2 

Climate action Tracker’s Gross-net discussion  
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Appendix 3   

INDC exerpts for Australia, USA, Canada and New Zealand. 
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Table for  Fig 2

country 1990 2005 % rise 1990-2005 2015 2030 %(rise) % (rise) % (rise)

gross net gross net gross net gross net target 2005-15 1990-20151990-2030

net net net

Australia 419 579 521 597 3% 539 525 441.78 -12.06 -9.33 -23.70

NZ Equiv 34.5 35.54 26% below 31.25 26.32

2005 net

Canada 611 513 738 701 36.60% 722 688 490.7 -1.85 34.11 -4.35

NZEquiv 34.5 47.13 30% below 46.26 33.00

2005 net

USA 6363 5543 7313 6582 18.70% 6587 5828 4870.68 -11.46 5.14 -12.13

NZ Equiv 34.5 40.95 26% below 36.26 30.32

2005 net

EU 5672 5429 5223 4916 -9.40% 4200 3999 3257.4 -18.65 -26.34 -40.00

NZ equiv. 34.5 31.26 40% below 25.43 20.70

1990 net

NZ 64.6 34.5 82.5 53.7 55.60% 80.2 56.4 57.75 5.03 63.48 67.39

NZ 34.5 51.99 30% below 56.39 57.40

2005 gross

Figures for each country come from the greenhouse gas inventories 1990-2015, published 2017.
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