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Time for Planetary Health - First and Foremost 

11 April 2020 

Michael Pringle and Betsan Martin   

 

Healthy Ecosystems for Human Health  

 

Economists, environmental advocates and others are speaking with increasing unanimity about the 

opportunity for a climate ‘responsible’ world to emerge from the present planetary pandemic.  At least a third 

of the world's population is now in some form of lockdown, and that number will be more by the time you 

read this.   Many economists and other thinkers are speaking with one voice: now is the time to pay attention 

to planetary health and to make swift changes, and to do things differently permanently.  Planetary health is 

an emerging discipline that considers human health, civilisation and the natural systems on which we 

depend.  As three authors put it on The Conversation recently, this pandemic is a wake-up call to the damage 

we have inflicted upon our environment, which now endangers our existence and that of most other species 

on the planet. 

 

It is increasingly clear that the destruction of nature and biodiversity is a significant contributor to the 

emergence of this virus, its virulence and its spread. It is our destruction of the natural physical barriers 

between us and the natural world, that has enabled this virus, and others that have emerged in recent years, to 

spread so quickly and so far.  75% of new infectious diseases emerge from wildlife. As this article explains, 

the viruses are present in animals that are perfectly healthy, but as we push back jungle for farms and 

plantations, viruses from animals interact with food crops, domestic animals and people to an extent that has 

never been seen before.  Global warming is allowing animals to move rapidly into new areas that were 

previously not habitable. 

 

On this overview of proposals we begin with responses from Aotearoa New Zealand and then move to a 

global picture – mindful of a global consciousness for every local situation, and that we live an in 

interdependent world in which there are no borders to a virus.   

 

So, how do we get there?  COVID Recovery with Iwi/hapū initiatives and Planetary Health Priorities 

 

A climate justice lens brings human, ecology and infrastructure together with Te Tiriti o Waitangi at the 

centre. Economic settings for human and ecosystem health require investment across multiple sectors with 

inter-locking strategies. The road to recovery towards decarbonizing  means regenerative agriculture, 

nutritional food for all,  income sufficiency, affordable and sustainable housing and renewable energy 

systems.   

 

For Māori these can be mobilized through Iwi and hapū authorities. For example Māori housing policy can 

be implemented through iwi-led priorities for meeting housing needs. The return of land and waters to Māori 

is more pressing for equity and for land based recovery. COVID 19 responses are already underway in marae 

and hapū throughout the Aotearoa where food parcels are being provided, and support for the stresses of 

vulnerability, including situations of family violence.   

 

At a national level Iwi Chairs set up a National Pandemic Response Group  and the New Zealand Māori 

Council have a scheme for supporting small businesses with asset write-offs, a commercial rent supplement, 

payroll relief. In a podcast Professor Linda Tuhiwai Smith reminded us of the mainstreaming of COVID19 

responses without regard to the vulnerability of Māori before the pandemic, not just COVID  vulnerability.  

Professor Linda asks for Māori models to be leveraged for recovery policies.  

 

For others, including Pacific communities there can be provision to extend community based and cultural 

initiatives for housing such as the Tongan Matanikolo social housing in Mangere. 

 

Recalibrating the economy to support ecosystem health is full of co-benefits. Regenerative agriculture 
and investing in ecological infrastructure and indigenous forests will bring life back to polluted 
waterways. Such an inspirational investment in preserving the ecology on which we depend will  
provide jobs to many who are, or soon will be, out of work. Incentivising more plant-based foods from 

https://www.statista.com/chart/21240/enforced-covid-19-lockdowns-by-people-affected-per-country/
https://www.statista.com/chart/21240/enforced-covid-19-lockdowns-by-people-affected-per-country/
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-is-a-wake-up-call-our-war-with-the-environment-is-leading-to-pandemics-135023
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/coronavirus-nature-is-sending-us-a-message-says-un-environment-chief?CMP=share_btn_fb&fbclid=IwAR0oplGAXADMkGjkNvlDVVVj0PeQBCqCG5koBcoJdHBSMRikhZ7odf5n_vE
https://theconversation.com/how-do-viruses-mutate-and-jump-species-and-why-are-spillovers-becoming-more-common-134656
https://thespinoff.co.nz/atea/20-03-2020/how-marae-and-iwi-are-preparing-for-covid-19/
https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/BU2004/S00149/maori-council-releases-support-package-for-small-and-medium-business.htm
https://www.facebook.com/kinnetwork/videos/556577121645820/
https://airedaleproperty.org.nz/matanikolo-housing-project/


 2 

local suppliers will reducing pollution of land and waterways, benefiting human health and ecosystem health.  

Dairy, beef and lamb production could be de-intensified and realigned with sustainability criteria. 

 

Further Ways to Planetary Health 

 

Greenpeace New Zealand has announced a plan for  a Green Covid Response, that would instead invest 

hugely in warming up every uninsulated New Zealand home, fencing and planting around every waterway 

on our farms, and introducing a Universal Basic Income.  

Greenpeace has launched a petition to the Prime Minister to promote its green stimulus plan, which is a 

detailed and well thought out set of proposals.  These would reduce our dependence on fossil fuels by 

providing interest free loans to buy solar for every house, revive the feebate scheme to help people to buy 

electric cars, bringing forward state sector clean energy programmes and expanding cycle ways and public 

transport. We can invest in regenerative farming.  We can provide more tax relief to those at the bottom, or 

move to a Universal Basic Income. 

 

The UBI proposal has drawn both criticism and support.  Bernard Hickey argued on TVNZ that giving 

everyone a certain amount each week is the most effective way of ensuring that the poorest – and the many 

newly poor in this crisis - receive the support they are going to need for  the basic necessities of life. He is 

under no illusions about how tough life is going to get for many for decades to come in the aftermath of this 

pandemic.  A UBI, he argues, is the quickest and fairest way out of this.  The cost of a UBI would be at least 

partially offset by the significant gains to be had by moving people out of poverty and ill-health, such as a 

reduction in crime and in poor educational and vocational outcomes. 

 

Max Rashbrooke countered that view in a recent Dominion Post opinion piece, arguing that the cost of 

giving everyone New Zealand Superannuation, at $21,000 each per year, is completely unaffordable.  The 

only way it could be managed would be by increasing our borrowing, which only enriches foreign bankers.  

Better, he says, to double the base benefit levels and invest in some of the Green Growth proposals 

Greenpeace advocates, as stated above.  These would provide jobs and build up sorely needed ecological 

resilience. Another way to reduce poverty is to remove taxes on the first $14,000 of income.  

 

Dame Anne Salmond quoted EO Wilson in her opinion piece last week, in addressing our responses to the 

pandemic: “For the first time in history a conviction has developed among those who can think more than a 

decade ahead that we are playing a global endgame.  Humanity's grasp on the planet is not strong. It is 

growing weaker.” Dame Anne traverses freshwater shortages, polluted air and oceans and all the climate 

change symptoms to propose we are in the extraordinary moment to invest in and catalyse ecosystem health.  

 

On this theme it is vital that momentum on the Essential Freshwater policies is not lost – waterways recovery 

is vital to habitats and human health – with allocation  and Māori titles and relationships with water in urgent 

need of resolution.  

 

Joanna Santa Barbara has posted an excellent analysis on the Our Climate Declaration site that is contrary to 

green growth. She questions whether Green Growth is the answer. Green Growth is a scenario that still 

allows for increased resource consumption but does so with eco-efficiency, low to zero carbon use and 

pricing carbon so high it rapidly disappears. Santa Barbara writes that we cannot grow our way out of the 

current multiple crises however – the only answer is to move to a system that respects planetary boundaries.  

Unequal and growth-driven societies worsen the climate breakdown, as the only way to reduce the gap 

between rich and poor is by producing and consuming more, as the rich accumulate still more wealth and the 

poor never catch up.  

 

Santa Barbara usefully lists the interventions that governments can make now to move our economies to a 

wellbeing economy of sufficiency, describes ways to ensure just distribution of wealth (such as setting 

minimum and maximum income levels) and to realise the efficient allocation of resources (for instance 

international subsidies for ecological preservation).  We get to Kate Raworth's circular economy with a “just, 

safe space for humanity”  by moving beyond the Green Growth phase to a steady state economy that makes 

generous provision for the public good. 

 

Government Response 

https://www.greenpeace.org/new-zealand/story/jacinda-ardern-coronavirus-stimulus-package-crowdsourcing/
https://www.greenpeace.org/new-zealand/campaign/the-green-covid-response-2020/
https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-news/new-zealand/universal-basic-income-superannuation-could-option-help-economy-recover-coronavirus-bernard-hickey
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/opinion/120623512/why-now-is-not-the-right-time-for-a-universal-basic-income
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/120738955/dame-anne-salmond-a-better-way-to-kickstart-the-economy
https://www.ourclimatedeclaration.org.nz/we_won_t_solve_the_climate_crisis_with_a_growth_driven_economy
https://steadystate.org/
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The New Zealand government has taken a humane response to the pandemic, by allowing the economy 

to retract and suffer in order to save lives.  There has been increased spending on the health infrastructure, 

and a focus on ensuring that the most vulnerable members of our society are protected from the effects of the 

virus itself.  This places New Zealand at the compassionate end of the spectrum of responses in countries 

around the globe.   The leadership of our Prime Minister has won widespread praise.  We are the only 

country in the world aiming at total elimination of the virus in our islands.   

 

On 17th March the New Zealand government announced a massive economic stimulus package, the largest in 

peacetime.  The $12 billion package allowed for up to $6 billion in wage subsidies, half a billion dollars 

additional to the health system, an additional $2.8 billion to income support, including a doubling of the 

winter heating payment, and over $6 billion to small and medium sized businesses as a finance guarantee 

package, among other measures.  

 

The finance guarantee means that businesses with annual revenue of up to $80 million can apply to their 

bank for a loan of up to $500,000 for 3 years – and the government is guaranteeing up to 80% of the risk on 

those loans, effectively working with the bank sector to deliver huge support to business to stay afloat.    

Assisting banks also increases their profits, economic liberalism and continues the cycle of debt and growth, 

locking in the logic of  neoliberalism and enabling businesses to continue as usual. While important for crisis 

management,  for the recovery this measure does nothing to transform our economy towards green growth: 

solar panels for instance, or warm healthy homes. 

 

Parliament passed an Imprest Supply Bill on one day on the 25th March, with bipartisan support, allowing the 

government to spend up to $52 billion to combat the economic impact of the pandemic on New Zealand 

without further recourse to Parliament. More directed spending will follow in the May Budget.  

 

Commentators have noted that the Government could afford to borrow far more without destabilising the 

economy, and by doing so respond to aching social and environmental deficits. This must be seen as an 

investment, not a cost. 

 

There is specific assistance for Māori – not in proportion to the overall spend but welcome never-the-less.  

From the $12 billion emergency package, $10 million has been allocated to support outreach into vulnerable 

Māori communities, with specific support to Maori health providers to the tune of  $30 million in targeted 

funding.   Additional funding will support Māori business. 

 

Considerable economic pain is also being felt among our most vulnerable however – those in the gig (short 

term contracts) economy,  contracts with no sick leave or continued entitlement to be paid when not working, 

and those in casual or low paid labour where the businesses in which they work have been forced to a 

standstill.  Some estimates put the unemployment level in double digits within weeks, some as high as 30% 

if forms of lockdown continue for months.  The government's planning to emerge from lockdown is still 

rather vague. More voices are being heard questioning whether Government has a coherent strategy and even 

if more businesses should be allowed to trade during the lockdown period. 

 

The Government has announced its commitment to pursue “shovel ready” projects once lockdown is over, 

but so far we know this means motorways, with some public transport and housing.  Almost $1 billion has 

been given to Air New Zealand, which will probably be renationalised at some point anyway.  Not exactly 

the sort of transformational change that is needed. And could be achieved at this extraordinary moment in 

history. 

 

Combating poverty remains essentially unaddressed by decision makers.  There is no doubt, as the Welfare 

Expert Advisory Group reported to Government in February last year, that our welfare system is no longer fit 

for purpose.  Many New Zealanders, it noted, live “desperate lives with seriously inadequate incomes, and 

this has to change”.  It called for fundamental, far reaching changes in the way we deliver support to New 

Zealand's most vulnerable citizens, to improve their life chances: the disabled, children, Maori and Pasifika, 

those on low incomes.  Changes the experts recommend include increasing benefit rates, family tax credits 

and housing support.   

 

https://theconversation.com/three-reasons-why-jacinda-arderns-coronavirus-response-has-been-a-masterclass-in-crisis-leadership-135541?fbclid=IwAR00Gupt-0RKCjnpQl5L25KI1lmA5m1BN5GHaEWRx5vFsxwmTFLHXvBU_Jw
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/feature/covid-19-economic-response-package
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/feature/covid-19-economic-response-package
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/0007/latest/LMS326956.html?src=qs
https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/igps/commentaries/labours-budget-rules-are-holding-it-back
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/supporting-m%C4%81ori-communities-and-businesses-through
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/120762626/coronavirus-confidential-government-emergency-plan-warns-recovery-still-a-some-time-away
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/120790664/coronavirus-awkward-questions-from-nationals-bill-english-and-steven-joyce
http://www.weag.govt.nz/assets/documents/WEAG-report/3a22acc869/WEAG-Executive-Summary-with-QR-code-160419.pdf
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Social housing and low income housing needs could be met by repurposing vacant motels, hostels and 

hotels. Leasing or purchasing arrangements would redeploy some skilled staff and repurpose some of the 

assets of the tourism industry.  These housing provisions should have the criteria of sustainability: access to 

public transport, energy efficiency, insulation, and communal facilities.  

Māori housing should be to the fore with policy based on iwi-led priorities for meeting housing needs. 

Support and extend initiatives for community based and/or cultural initiatives for meeting housing needs – 

such as the Tongan Matangi Kolo social housing in Mangere.  

 

Should government now fully implement these recommendations as a matter of urgency, to prevent a deeper 

slide into poverty, if a full UBI is truly unaffordable?  Can we afford not to make these changes, and as 

quickly as possible? Government agencies such as Work and Income which is providing additional assistance 

to buy food for those that need it, are stepping up as best they can. 

Benefits have been increased by $25 a week in the emergency budget of last month, but this is nowhere near 

enough to meet the recommendations of the WEAG, and even this measure was condemned by the Leader of 

the National Party in Parliament.  Affordable housing is clearly an enormous deficiency in New Zealand, yet 

governments have been slow to respond or lack the political will to implement the changes that are so 

desperately needed. Now is the political moment to really move and do this. 

 

Dame Anne Salmond, in the article mentioned above, also favours large scale investment in ecological 

infrastructure, such as setting up a fund for the restoration of waterways and indigenous habitats such as 

forests.   This fund could be named after the late Jeanette Fitzsimons or Sir Rob Fenwick.  This would be an 

inspirational investment in preserving the very ecology on which we depend, and provide jobs to the many 

who are, or soon will be, out of work.  

 

 

Our values should be a guide.   

What sort of New Zealand can we create out of this crisis? How can we truly strengthen our nation? We 

cannot do this by continuing with business as before, even if that were possible.  Governments now around 

the world have moved overnight from austerity and penny pinching to monetary measures on a Keynesian 

scale. The question is, how should that money be spent?  In the last great financial crisis, less than 12 years 

ago, trillions were spent to retain the banking sector and enable it to continue to operate in the logic of 

financial markets and debt-driven growth.  Nothing was done to adjust to  planetary resilience so that future 

devastating shocks are avoided. 

 

This time, the Corona virus has cause such a massive disruption that a remarkable opportunity for 

transformation is before us.  We are faced with urgency as well as an unprecedented pause in the logic of 

markets, growth and fossil-fuel driven economies. Anne Salmond, in a March editorial, drew our attention to 

the critical moment we have here to make values-based decisions.  

 

It is time to restore ancient and indigenous wisdom to the centre of our consciousness. These have been 

obscured  by industrialised capitalism which now entirely dominates. Māori leadership comes to the fore as 

iwi communities profile self determining and self sustaining initiatives to distribute food and care for the 

elderly. In the indigenous world views, relational values are central, with long terms and ancestral time spans 

brought into policies for wellbeing.  

 

From another source, the Ecumenical Climate Justice Network identifies proposals for economic recovery 

working with a climate justice framework. Environmental health with Te Tiriti o Waitangi frameworks of 

Iwi/ hapū authority and equity are foremost concerns. Economic settings for climate justice require 

investment across multiple sectors with inter-locking strategies for regenerative agriculture, access to 

affordable nutritional food,  income sufficiency, affordable and sustainable housing, Just Transitions and 

renewable energy systems.   

 

A Jewish Rabbi in the US has reminded us at this crucial time of the ancient Jewish practice of Shmita – 

leaving the land fallow for a year to enable it to recover.  A costly practice and one, he notes, truly 

incompatible with modern life where we take and take with no thought of tomorrow.   Shmita teaches of the 

power of small and intentional communities, of being resilient, of not taking more than we need, of care for 

the vulnerable, of taking the time to think and regenerate and renew.  These are practical and necessary truths 

https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/eligibility/urgent-costs/food.html#null
https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/eligibility/urgent-costs/food.html#null
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/120738955/dame-anne-salmond-a-better-way-to-kickstart-the-economy
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/120335043/this-virus-will-be-a-test-of-our-national-values?rm=a
http://www.methodist.org.nz/files/docs/public%20questions/letter%20pm%20ecumen%20church%20climate%20network%20f.%20green%20recovery%20to%20pm%209%20april.pdf
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/covid-19-and-torah-advice-from-the-sabbatical-year/
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that sustained generations of people through hard times. We have replaced that wisdom with a soulless 

ideology which drains the planet of its very life force. 

 

Director of the United Nations Environment Programme Inger Andersen, a Danish economist, has called for 

a major systemic shift to a more sustainable economy as we begin to climb out from the pandemic.  

Andersen warns that the  welcome signs – cleaner air and the return of nature to our cities – are but 

temporary.  We face new problems such as a vast increase in the amount of medical waste currently being 

generated.  And a brief respite does not mean we have solved our current problems. 

 

What is now needed is a  major shift towards responsible systems of production and consumption that take 

account of the interdependence of human and planetary health.  Not only do we need to cease the relentless 

push into biodiversity which puts us in contact with viruses in nature, we need to move entire societies onto 

more sustainable pathways and reduce the overconsumption that increasingly characterises human existence 

in every corner of the globe. 

 

The global challenge we face:  doing this with fairness and justice to all. 

 

There is no world authority to enforce restraints on unlimited growth, however, as recently noted in the New 

Statesman. The author notes that the virus is forcing massive geopolitical instability and change, for instance 

in Iran where the theocratic regime is threatened.   Chaos may be the outcome in many states.   

 

“Yet the notion persists that pandemics are blips rather than an integral part of history. Lying behind this is 

the belief that humans are no longer part of the natural world and can create an autonomous ecosystem, 
separate from the rest of the biosphere. Covid-19 is telling them they cannot. “ 

 

The era of hyperglobalisation is now over, and the era, born of necessity, of greater state intervention has 

arrived. The New Statesman author observes that the countries that are doing best in this crisis are those that 

have not shrunk the state to minimal levels, and have cultural traditions of promoting collective well being 

above individual autonomy.  Those countries will bounce back quickly and will continue to thrive.  European 

countries are scrambling to reinstitute the state, austerity has been thrown aside in the space of a few days in 

Britain, and here in New Zealand, and in Australia, our governments are spending many billions on colossal 

stimulus programmes to keep businesses afloat and on infrastructural investment to provide employment to 

the many who are losing their jobs. 

 

There is a great danger that the pandemic will be used as an excuse for nations to escape from their already 

modest commitments to reducing greenhouse gas emissions, in the proclaimed need to restart their 

economies as soon as possible.   There is also huge opportunity for governments to lead the way in making 

urgent transition – and it does need to be urgent, as we have so little time to make the sort of reductions we 

have to in order to stave off catastrophic changes in the global climate - which will make food production 

impossible in some places and flood vast areas that are currently densely inhabited.   We can move quickly 

when we want to and the danger is clear and present – as the response to the pandemic has shown. 

 

Simon Mair at the University of Surrey's Ecological Economics Institute has posited four future scenarios 

that may emerge from the current crisis. His article was republished in New Zealand and makes for essential 

reading.  Mair's scenarios are worth examining in detail: 

 

1. Barbarism: where governments fail to act sufficiently to prevent large scale death, unemployment 

and social disruption – the United States shows some signs of this at the national level; 

2. State Socialism: we are beginning to see this emerge in some countries – the nationalisation of many 

services in order to protect life itself.  There is the danger of authoritarianism. 

3. Mutual aid: protection of  life is the guiding value but this is not provided by the state but by 

individuals and charitable organisations, building stronger community networks.  There is a danger 

that this may not be strong enough to prevent a slide into Barbarism; 

4. State capitalism: this is what most countries, including New Zealand, are doing right now: propping 

up businesses with cash handouts, payments to individuals through employers, and payments are 

made on the basis of the worker's existing value to society, not to their value in helping society 

survive the pandemic.  The dangers in this scenario are that very stringent measures are required to 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061082
https://www.newstatesman.com/international/2020/04/why-crisis-turning-point-history
https://www.newstatesman.com/international/2020/04/why-crisis-turning-point-history
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-as-threat-to-global-peace/12114862?j=1292202&sfmc_sub=254211445&l=125_HTML&u=34993956&mid=7296852&jb=24&utm_source=sfmc&utm_medium=email&utm_content=&utm_campaign=%5bspecialist_sfmc_06_04_20_religion%5d:125&user_id=ae4cfd4199fc8c504bfb00a54fd1db4c140062bf8ee2e1a7a99c81e6155c5158&WT.tsrc=email&WT.mc_id=Email|%5bspecialist_sfmc_06_04_20_religion%5d|125story_1_headline
https://theconversation.com/sorry-to-disappoint-climate-deniers-but-coronavirus-makes-the-low-carbon-transition-more-urgent-135419
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/120728480/what-will-the-world-be-like-after-coronavirus-four-possible-futures
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maintain public health and there is an assumption that the pandemic will only be for a short period in 

order to sustain that stringency. 

 

Mair argues convincingly that “An effective response to this is likely to require radical social change...it 

requires a drastic move away from markets and the use of profits as the primary way of organising an 

economy.”  He says we must all demand social forms that “come from an ethic that values care, life and 

democracy”. 

 

We turn again to the words of Inger Anderson of UNEP, who wrote of the  “different economy” that must 

emerge, one where finance and actions fuel green jobs, green productivity and a different way of life, 

because the health of people and the health of planet are one and the same, and both can thrive in equal 

measure.”  

 

Finally – in memory of Jeanette Fitzsimons 

 

As the late Jeanette Fitzsimons said in a speech in 2005 following the Boxing Day tsunami disaster:  

 

“While the tsunami was not the result of climate change, it does remind us of some important truths about 

nature which we forget at our peril. It reminds us that nature can unleash enormous forces relatively quickly; 

that no matter how powerful our technology, we can never take it for granted; it teaches us that humans are 

fragile and vulnerable in the face of natural forces; that we need to have more humility in the face of nature, 

and work with it rather than against it. It reminds us of the need for precaution.”   

 

 

 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061082
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