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Submission 

▪ This submission to the Inquiry on the Natural and Built Environments Bill: Parliamentary Paper 

(“the Paper”) and Natural and Built Environments Act Exposure Draft (“the Draft”) made on 

behalf of First Gas Limited (“Firstgas”). 

▪ It is understood the scope of the inquiry is limited to the following: 

- Feedback on the Draft 

- Feedback on the material in the Paper that provides the rationale for the clauses in the Draft 

- Collating a list of ideas for making the new system more efficient, more proportionate to the 

scale and / or risks associated with given activities, more affordable for the end user, and 

less complex, compared to the current system. 

▪ Firstgas owns a Gas Transmission and Gas Distribution network that is both regionally and 

nationally significant under the Resource Management Act 1991 (“RMA”). It is important the Gas 

Network, as a critical utility service, is recognised and provided for within the proposed Natural 

and Built Environments Bill (“NBA” or “the Bill”) – acknowledging that this inquiry is the first 

opportunity for public feedback into a partial draft of the Bill (being the Draft), with the second 

opportunity being a standard legislative process for the full Bill in 2022. 

▪ The full submission is contained below. 

General View 

▪ Firstgas generally supports the intent of the reform of the resource management system. 

However, Firstgas seeks to ensure that the Gas Transmission Network is recognised and 

provided for and is not compromised in terms of the ability for the network to be safely operated, 

maintained, accessed, upgraded and transitioned. 

▪ Firstgas seeks that the proposed NBA provides direction for local authorities to appropriately 

manage the potential reverse sensitivity effects of development on the Gas Network. It 

understands that the delivery of the NBA is being progressed in a ‘two-stage’ select committee 

process and that submissions received as part of ‘stage one’ are intended to test and improve 

the contents of the Bill before it goes into the formal Parliamentary process. 

▪ Firstgas welcomes further discussion around the proposed NBA in relation to the management of 

the Gas Network.   
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Firstgas: Submission Documentation 

1 Introduction to Firstgas 

Firstgas owns and operates more than 2,500 kilometres of high-pressure gas transmission pipelines 

and other supporting above and below ground infrastructure that supply natural gas from Taranaki to 

residential, commercial, and industrial consumers throughout the North Island – we are the only 

natural gas transmission company in New Zealand. 

In addition, Firstgas also operates more than 4,800 kilometres of gas distribution networks. Through 

these distribution networks, Firstgas provides gas distribution services to gas retailers who sell gas to 

more than 60,000 customers across Northland, Waikato, the Central Plateau, Bay of Plenty, 

Gisborne, and Kapiti regions. 

The collective infrastructure required to supply gas is referred to as the “Gas Network” in this 

submission. Firstgas’ assets and operations deliver significant benefits to New Zealand. The 

transmission and distribution of natural gas provides for economic growth, enables communities, 

business, and industry to function, and provides for people’s social well-being and their health and 

safety. 

Firstgas are owned and operated by Firstgas Group. Firstgas Group also owns and operates 

Rockgas, as well as New Zealand’s only gas storage facility, Ahuroa. Firstgas and Rockgas are two 

consumer brands that collectively supply natural gas and LPG to over 165,000 customers across 

New Zealand. 

2 Firstgas interest in the Natural and Built Environments Bill 

Firstgas supports the intent of the resource management reform as defined through the 

Government’s reform objectives listed in the table on page 9 of the Paper. 

Firstgas purchased the Gas Transmission and Distribution Networks in 2016. Up to that point, former 

owners and operators had relied on the legal easement to protect and enable works on the network. 

Reliance on this land instrument, as opposed to current planning instruments, has not always 

secured good outcomes for Firstgas. For example, there have been instances where: 

▪ Rural and urban land has been subdivided without consideration of the pipeline easement and 

the ability to operate critical infrastructure; 

▪ Legal and / or physical vehicular access to maintain pipeline easements have been compromised 

through subdivision and land use development; 

▪ Activities that are sensitive to the Gas Network have been authorised to establish and operate in 

too close a proximity to the network; and 

▪ Land use changes adjacent to or nearby the easement have resulted in increased threats to the 

pipeline easements. 

The regulatory framework that permits the operation of the network relies upon Firstgas as the 

operator taking all reasonable steps to protect the integrity of its assets. The reliance upon the land 

instruments alone is not sufficient to achieve this. 

The RMA is a key enabler for the safe and reliable operation and protection of the Gas Network. 

Since purchasing the Gas Network, Firstgas has been active through submissions on various District 

and Regional Plan review processes. The outcomes sought have generally been to: 
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▪ Enable the safe operation, maintenance, upgrade, development and / or removal of its assets 

and operations; and 

▪ Protect its assets and operations from others’ land-use activities, land-use changes, and 

development either within or adjacent to the Gas Network easements. 

To assist this, Firstgas has worked on consistent protection policy provisions to be sought in Council 

planning processes through the planning instruments available under the current RMA framework. It 

has also worked with other linear infrastructure providers to identify some national level planning 

guidance for network utilities. 

3 Firstgas Submission 

Firstgas supports the intent of the reform of the resource management system. However, Firstgas 

seeks to ensure the role of gas and gas infrastructure in New Zealand is provided for through the 

reform – including the proposed transition of New Zealand to net zero carbon emissions in the future 

(hereafter referred to as “the transition”). 

In summary, this submission seeks to ensure that the NBA is enabling for Firstgas, as an 

infrastructure provider, to continue to safely operate, maintain, upgrade, develop and / or remove its 

assets and operations while ensuring the protection of Firstgas assets and operations from others’ 

land-use activities, land use changes and development either within or adjacent to the Gas Network 

easements / designations - now and into the foreseeable future. 

In making this submission, specific sections of the Draft have been discussed in detail with the lens 

of enabling Firstgas to continue its role in the future of New Zealand. For context, the future of the 

Gas Network as it transitions to green gas has been included as Attachment 1. 

Firstgas welcomes any opportunity to discuss the content of this submission to inform the final NBA 

Bill. 

NBA Part 1 – Interpretation 

▪ Part 1, Clause (3) of the Draft provides definitions for terms used in the Bill. It is understood that 

the definitions contained in Clause (3) of the Draft are not the final set of definitions and that it is 

anticipated that the full Bill will include more definitions.  

▪ It is noted both “infrastructure” and “infrastructure services” have been included as ‘placeholders‘ 

– that is, no definitions for these terms have been included in the Draft. 

▪ Firstgas supports the current definition of “infrastructure” as included in Part 2 of the RMA. In 

particular, Firstgas supports the specificity afforded by the RMA definition – including the 

provision for “natural or manufactured gas” and “biofuel” – capturing the future of the Gas 

Network as it transitions to green gas (refer to Attachment 1). 

▪ In the absence of a definition within the Draft, Firstgas supports the adoption of the RMA 

definition of “infrastructure” given its broad nature. It is not considered that a fundamentally 

different approach to defining “infrastructure” is required as part of the RMA reforms and 

adoption of the ‘status quo’ is appropriate. 

NBA Part 2 – Environmental Outcomes and the Purpose of the Act 

▪ Part 2, Clause 8 of the Draft lists seventeen ‘environmental outcomes’ that must be promoted 

through the national planning framework and all plans created under the NBA. 



 

 

 
 

 Beca // 9 October 2018 // Page 5 

2760185 //   0.9 

 

 

▪ Firstgas recognises this is a significant shift from managing adverse effects to focusing on 

outcomes (providing for these through the national planning framework and all plans created 

under the NBA). Therefore, clearly articulating the outcomes is fundamental to achieving the 

intent of this approach – improving the performance of the regulatory system and the 

accountability of decision-maker for its results. 

▪ It is understood that the role of the environmental outcomes to guide decision-making about 

resource consents, designations and other approvals under the NBA is yet to be decided and is 

not addressed in the Draft (and subsequently ‘out of scope’ for the purpose of this submission). 

▪ As currently drafted, it is considered that environmental outcomes (a) – (e) are at direct conflict 

with environmental outcome (o). In short, environmental outcomes (a) – (e) require the 

protection, restoration, or improvement of various aspects of the environment (such as air, water, 

indigenous vegetation etc.). However, environmental outcome (o), as relevant to Firstgas, 

requires the “ongoing provision of infrastructure services to support the well-being of people and 

communities”. This creates an inherent tension byway of requiring the protection, restoration or 

improvement of the environment while simultaneously enabling the ongoing provisions of 

infrastructure services. It is presumed that any definition for ‘infrastructure services will extend to 

the physical structure/s associated with the service (such as an underground pipeline for the 

transmission and distribution of gas). Therefore, any operation, maintenance, access, or upgrade 

works has the potential to ‘degrade’ (whether permanent or temporary) those parts of the 

environment outcomes (a) – (e) seek to protect, improve, or restore. 

▪ In addition to the tension within the environmental outcomes, there is also the potential for 

conflict to arise between achieving the identified environmental outcomes, whilst also requiring 

that “any adverse effect” be avoided, remedied, or mitigated (that is, Part 2, Clause (5)(2)(c) of 

the Draft).  If in seeking to achieve a stated environmental outcome, an adverse effect is created 

which may not be able to be avoided, remedied, or mitigated – it is considered that the use of the 

term “any adverse effects…” poses a potential constraint / impediment to being able to achieve 

the stated environmental outcome. 

▪ In order to address these potential conflicts, it is recommended consideration of the following 

alternate approaches: 

− Providing, through the structure of the NBA, ‘primacy’ to the achievement of the identified 

environmental outcomes in Section 8 of the Draft (e.g., that achieving a desired outcome 

will be more important a goal than seeking any/all adverse effects to be avoided, 

remedied, or mitigated); or 

− Potentially removing entirely the requirement for “any adverse effects to be avoided, 

remedied or mitigated” – with a sole focus on achieving the stated environmental 

outcomes, which recognises that the identification of the desired environmental 

outcomes set out in Section 8 of the NBA have been predicated on a foundation of 

reasoning that by achieving the stated outcome – adverse environmental effects will 

have been avoided, remedied or mitigated (that is, the NBA would not wish to identify 

and require achieving any ‘environmental outcomes’ which would create adverse effects 

which cannot be avoided, remedied or mitigated); or 

− Creating a clear and well-defined pathway for the operation, maintenance and upgrading 

of existing regionally and nationally significant infrastructure.  
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NBA – efficiencies 

▪ The scope of the inquiry includes a request for a list of ideas for making the new system more 

effiicent, more proportionate to the sacle and / or risks assoiacted with given activities, more 

affordable for the end user, and less complex, compared to the current system. 

▪ Firstgas lodged a submission in support of the Resource Management Amendment Bill (dated 6 

November 2019) (the “Amendment Bill”) . The intent of the Amenmdnet Bill was to reduce 

complexity, increase certainty, reinstate public participatoin opportunities and improve freshwater 

management and outcomes. 

▪ It is considered that aspects of that submission are still relevant in the context of creating a more 

efficent and less complex system. Specifically retaining the: 

- Removal of the preclusion on public notification and appeals for subdivision and residential 

activity. It is considered that enabling the opportunity to submit on, and if necessary, appeal 

consent decisions, provides an important safety net for asset owners and operators if 

reverse sensitivitiy impacts are not adequately addressed in Plans. In most situations, early 

engagement with an asset owner can assist with “designing-in” the asset and Firstgas 

supported that approach through the Amendment Bill proceess. 

- Reinstatment of the original subdivision presumption that subdivisions are restricted 

activities to ensure that subdivision activities require resource consent, thereby enabling an 

assessment of that application inclusive of any assets within the extent of the proposed 

subdivision. 

- Extention for the timeframe for applying for a resource consent for emergency works (from 

20 working days to 60 working days). The critical function that the Gas Network provides to 

peoples’ well-being and health and safety is such that emergency works can be required to 

be undertaken under the existing legislative framework – and such a mechansims should 

be carried through to the NBA (noting environment outcome (o) regarding the support of 

peoples’ well-being). 

NBA and the Spatial Planning Act - linkage 

▪ The Paper explains that the NBA will work in tandem with the proposed Strategic Planning Act 

(“SPA”). It is proposed that the SPA is will mandate strategic spatial planning and bring together 

outcomes and functions across several statutes to achieve a longer-term and integrated 

approach to land use and infrastrcuture provisions, enivornmnetal protection and climate change 

matters. 

▪ It is understood that the case for integration remains strong and that the both the NBA and SPA 

will work together (rather than a ‘split approach’ – one governing environmental protection 

outcomes, and the other for planning, land use and development). 

▪ It is considered that the integration of the NBA with the SPA is going to be critical to achieve the 

aspirations of the RMA reform. However, without seeing the interlinkages it is difficult to comment 

on the NBA except to encourage the Government to consider a strong legislative link between 

the NBA and SPA so that the spatial strategies envisagedunder the SPA are able to function as 

intended and not be weakened or relitigated through implementation of the NBA.  The current 

framework of the RMA has failed to achieve this (as addressed in the Panel’s report). 
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NBA and the future of Firstgas 

▪ Firstgas is actively investigating opportunities for using its assets in ways that help to reduce 

New Zealand’s carbon emissions (refer to Attachment 1 of this submission). Firstgas’ gas 

tramsmission and distribution networks cover much of the North Island and are ideally paced to 

support the development, transfer, and use of emerging fuels such as hydrogen and / or biogas. 

▪ Therefore, Firstgas supports the ongoing provisions of infrastrcuture as a recognised 

environmental outcome of the NBA. In particular, with reference to an increase in the generation, 

storage, transmission, and use of renewable energy. 

4 Concluding remarks 

▪ Firstgas generally supports the intent of the Natural and Built Environments Bill, however it seeks 
to ensure that the Gas Transmission Network is recognised and provided for and is not 
compromised in terms of the ability for the network to be safely operated, maintained, accessed 
and upgraded whilst ensuring the protection of Firstgas assets and operations from others’ land-
use activities, land use changes and development either within or adjacent to the Gas Network.  
Firstgas seeks that the Natural and Built Environments Bill provides for the future of gas 
transition described in this submission. 

▪ Firstgas welcomes further discussion around the proposed Natural and Built Environments Bill in 
relation to the Gas Transmission Network.  To discuss this submission further or arrange a 
meeting with Firstgas, please contact Zane Wood, Firstgas Senior Land and Planning advisor, on 
027 28707248 or email: zane.wood@firstgas.co.nz. 
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Attachment 1 – Firstgas work on biogas and hydrogen 

Firstgas Group is undertaking a comprehensive programme of work to foster the introduction of 

promising zero carbon gases like biogas and green hydrogen. Deployment of these fuels can 

maximise New Zealand’s existing gas infrastructure and can often be used in businesses’ existing 

gas plant and appliances. There is huge potential for zero carbon gases to complement intermittent 

renewable energy generation in New Zealand, as outlined in Figures 1 and 2 below. In addition, for 

some energy users, zero carbon gas may be their only pathway to decarbonisation, such as high 

temperature process heat, refining, and the production of fertilizer and steel. 

 

Figure 1: Green hydrogen's decarbonisation and storage benefits 
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Figure 2: Benefits of a Zero Carbon Gas System 

 

Unlocking the potential for biogas in New Zealand 

Firstgas is currently investigating the feasibility of injecting biogas into one of its gas distributions 

networks. Firstgas have partnered with Beca, Fonterra, Lion, and the Energy Efficiency and 

Conservation Authority (“EECA”) to assess the potential of biogas to provide a possible substitute for 

natural gas and to understand what a successful biogas industry for New Zealand would look like. 

Firstgas hope to deliver a report and pathway for biogas in late 2021. Currently, New Zealand 

produces 3.6 PJ (petajoules) per annum of biogas. It is burnt at site for heating or electricity 

generation. An initial summary indicates New Zealand could easily produce an additional 14 PJs of 

Biogas per year which is equivalent to around 10% of New Zealand’s total natural gas consumption 

per year. However, due to the large amount of nutrient dense waste produced every year, Firstgas 

believe the true number of PJs per year could be much higher. The intention of Firstgas is to 

supplement its natural gas pipelines with biogas to give greater network security and assist with New 

Zealand’s decarbonisation of energy. 

Potential for transport of green hydrogen through existing gas infrastructure 

Firstgas sees green hydrogen as an exciting future fuel to support New Zealand’s energy needs. 

Green hydrogen is produced through electrolysis of water, using electricity from renewable sources. 

Hydrogen can enable renewable energy to penetrate deeper into New Zealand’s economy, 

decarbonising several hard-to-treat sectors, while providing large scale energy storage and energy 

system balancing. Firstgas released its hydrogen report on 29 March 2021. The report concluded 

that hydrogen is viable in a zero-carbon energy system. Firstgas also confirmed the feasibility of 

converting Firstgas pipelines to hydrogen — initially as a blend, and then to 100% in the future. The 

next phase of Firstgas’s work is to begin live trials of hydrogen. The work programme will cover three 

key elements: 

▪ Confirming network characteristics: while we know a lot about our gas networks, we do not 

know everything about the pipelines, equipment and appliances connected to all the gas 

networks in New Zealand. We need to catalogue all the equipment and pipes on the networks to 

understand our infrastructures readiness for hydrogen. 

▪ Building experiences with hydrogen: the second focus area will build experience dealing with 

hydrogen on our network. We know from overseas that trials of hydrogen blends on distribution 
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networks can be deployed rapidly. These trials and demonstration projects act to build 

confidence in hydrogen, build demand for hydrogen and serve as a practical example for 

regulations and safety assessments. We want to select a distribution network in the North Island 

that is blend ready (or nearly blend ready) to start building that experience. We intend to start 

with a small amount of hydrogen (1% by volume) and build to 20% by volume over the trial. We 

aim to kick design off in Q3 2021. 

▪ Building the hydrogen value chain: through our work we have discovered that storage is 

critical for leveraging the benefits of hydrogen in our energy system. Different types of storage 

suit different applications – large scale geological storage can help with inter-seasonal. 

Firstgas hope to complete a live trail of hydrogen in the next five years, with the goal of beginning 

transport of blended green hydrogen-biogas-natural gas in its Gas Network by 2031. 

For further information about Firstgas’s work on decarbonising the gas grid, the following website 

offers further information: www.gasischanging.co.nz 

http://www.gasischanging.co.nz/

