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Abstract 

James C. Scott argues that states require schematic knowledge of local realities. This standardized 

knowledge produces one-size-fits-all development solutions, which can fail to adequately account 

for context and thus result in environmental and social destruction. Sustainable development uses 

statecraft within the hegemony of neoliberalism, addressing environmental, social, and economic 

issues with market mechanisms. Neoliberal statecraft approaches face opposition politically—from 

the global justice movement that opposes unlimited economic growth—and methodologically—

from Participatory Approach and Sustainable Rural Livelihood advocates who argue the need for 

locally situated development. Framing this conflict within weak and strong sustainability models, this 

research explores if top-down, neoliberal, one-size-fits-all development can work in locally 

appropriate ways. To this end, this research explores the interplay between regional council water 

management and Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand certification (SWNZ), a market-based 

regulatory mechanism. Interviews with twelve wine producers established that SWNZ is a one-size-

fits-all scheme that is neoliberal at an institutional but not at a grassroots level. Furthermore, SWNZ 

fosters locally appropriate practices in three main ways: by requiring compliance with regional 

councils; by directing wine producers to consider their environmental needs through ‘good practice’ 

questions; and by offering New Zealand Sustainability Dashboard reports that provide wine 

producers with a contextualized best practice model. These insights provide a better understanding 

of sustainable wine growing in New Zealand and also how a weakly sustainable, neoliberal 

framework can produce strongly sustainable, non-neoliberal outcomes.  
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Introduction 

Sustainable development is a disappointment. Thirty years after the Brundtland Commission stated 

the need for sustainable development, progress has been made on poverty and health, but 

meaningful government action on climate change is still wanting; environmental degradation 

continues; the sixth great extinction has begun; and inequality has risen to historic highs. Climate 

change summits with the world’s most powerful leaders have been characterised more by power 

struggles and rhetoric than significant commitment to climate action (Blewitt, 2014; Clémençon, 

2012a). This lack of progress is further cast in failure as conflicting sustainability definitions have led 

to corporate ‘greenwashing’, rendering the significance of sustainability meaningless (McCarthy and 

Prudham, 2004).  

Yet sustainable development is also a beacon of hope, even if its potential glory is dimmed through 

the filter of experience-informed cynicism. Sustainable development aims to create utopia—a 

prosperous peace between humans, the economy, and the environment.  No one suffers from 

poverty or hunger. Everyone is healthy, happy and equal. All water, air, and energy is clean. Life on 

land and below water flourishes. Quality education and work lead to economic growth. Peace and 

justice define the political era. Indeed, the avenue of sustainable development directs all life to a 

dynamic state of universal thriving (United Nations, 2015).  

The pursuit of this utopia is framed within the institutional context of development (Andrews and 

Bawa, 2014). Sustainable development largely functions within historically established development 

structures, such as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and 

national governments (Escobar, 1996). These development institutions are types of ‘states’, as used 

by Freidberg and this research to generally mean an organized political community fulfilling a 

governance role (Freidberg, 2007; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). The techniques and requirements of 

governance institutions are known as statecraft. Statecraft affects how development agencies 

conceive realities, conduct practices, and implement schemes. As James C. Scott argues in his book 
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Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (1998), states 

need to render local realities into standardized formats in order to understand and schematically 

perceive the people and environments under their supervision. Transforming diverse environments 

and people into uniform modes—such as maps or census data—allows states to not only perceive 

their subjects, but also empowers them to create schemes to improve their subjects’ condition. 

However, this uniform knowledge cannot easily incorporate the complex diversity of local 

environments and communities nor the equally complex local knowledge of those realities.  This 

incomprehension leads states to dismiss practical, locally specific knowledge as inferior to the state’s 

universal knowledge (Andrews and Bawa, 2014). This viewpoint provided by schematic, standardize 

knowledge blinds states to local nuances, leading top-down schemes to inadequately account for 

local contexts. Thus, state schemes mirror how states conceptualize reality, in that they are often 

uniform, universal, and focused on state-function rather than local suitability.  

As the latest reincarnation of development in long history of government-led improvement, 

sustainable development still uses, and needs, statecraft. Sustainable development requires 

schematic knowledge of local realities, shared indicators and definitions, and universal measures and 

tools for success. However, the multifarious and multidimensional nature of sustainability and 

sustainable development resists standardized formats (Kates et al., 2003, 2005). Thus, sustainable 

development struggles with this essential feature of statecraft. 

The political dominance of neoliberalism also influences sustainable development. National 

governments and international development agencies largely work with neoliberal policies and 

institutions and promote economic growth development models. Furthermore, market mechanisms 

represent the new one-size-fits-all approach to development. Market mechanism have been used to 

address environmental issues, as seen in the rise of tradeable emissions schemes and permits, 

tradeable fishing quotas, user fee for public goods, and aspects of utility privatization (McCarthy and 

Prudham, 2004). Prominent development thinkers such as Stiglitz, Sachs, Chang, and Grabel, while 
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arguing for the reformation of neoliberalism, believe in capitalism’s ability to address the era’s most 

pressing problems and lead to environmental and social flourishing (Chang and Grabel, 2004; Sachs, 

2005, 2013; Stiglitz, 2002, 2006).  

However, others criticise capitalist and neoliberal statecraft. Critics including the global justice 

movement argue that these approaches allow for unlimited economic growth, which 1) is impossible 

on a planet of limited resources and 2) is not addressing the core cause of many environmental and 

social problems, the exploitive nature of capitalism (Blewitt, 2014; Funke, 2014; Hayduk, 2013; 

Shrivastava and Ivanova, 2015). Furthermore, proponents of grassroots development methods, such 

as the Participatory Approach, Rapid Rural Assessment, and the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods 

framework, argue that truly sustainable development uses rather than dismisses local practical 

knowledge to create solutions that suit a specific environmental and social locale (Scoones, 1998, 

2009). Thus, by conforming to dominant institutional processes, the state’s neoliberal, top-down 

approaches to sustainable development face political opposition to its neoliberal positioning and 

methodical opposition to its top-down approach to statecraft. 

While a myriad of sustainability definitions and schools of thought exist, the weak and strong 

sustainability models broadly reflect this conflict between top-down verses grassroots sustainable 

development. The strong sustainability models is often used to contrast the weak sustainability 

model, as strong sustainability argues that development should remain within environmental 

capacities, while weak sustainability does not have this restriction. Weak sustainability is depicted as 

three circles representing the environment, society, economy overlapping, creating a Venn diagram 

with sustainability in the middle. Weak sustainability argues that sustainability is development that 

concurrently benefits the environment, society, and the economy. As such, weak sustainability is 

also known as the three pillars or triple bottom line model. This model implicitly argues that 

sustainability is a win-win-win solution between these typically conflicting areas of development. 

This model also allows for unlimited economic growth, as it is only environmental considerations—
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and not environmental capacities—that are modelled. Weak sustainability works well with current 

development strategies, as it is not restricted by environmental capacities, and thus, as long as they 

simultaneously foster the environment, society and the economy, allows unlimited economic 

growth.  

Strong sustainability depicts the three circles of environment, society, and economy as set within 

one another as a bullseye. This model contrasts with weak sustainability, in that economic 

development is set within the setting of social wellbeing, and both of these are set within the limited 

capacities of the environment. Strong sustainability, unlike weak sustainability, does not allow for 

unlimited economic growth. Many of the climate summit declarations, and other key documents 

from large development institutions, use definitions in line with weak sustainability, as it best fits 

their current development methods and political agendas (See Appendix A Weak Sustainability 

Definitions and Development Institutions). Strong sustainability, on the other hand, is often used in 

contrast to these definitions to argue that pursuit of ‘sustainable’ unlimited economic growth is 

impossible, and that economic development instead should be defined by social and environmental 

contexts (Blewitt, 2014; Mann, 2011).  

In light of these conflicts, this research investigates how the New Zealand wine industry’s 

environmental certification and its interplay with regional councils can provide an example of top-

down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, and weak and strong sustainability dynamics working together. 

The New Zealand wine industry and regional councils were identified as a potential lens for these 

dynamics for broadly two reasons. Firstly, 98% of New Zealand’s vineyard area is certified under 

Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand (SWNZ) (New Zealand Winegrowers, 2017). SWNZ is a quality 

assurance certification, a mechanism that a large body of literature argues is a market-based 

regulatory mechanisms that fill the regularity gap left by the withdrawal the state under 

deregulation (Campbell and Rosin, 2008; Freidberg, 2007; McCarthy and Prudham, 2004). Secondly, 

the New Zealand wine industry operates within the context of New Zealand governance, where 
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regional councils function with much autonomy from national government, allowing them to 

manage resources within the ecological capacities of the region (Bibbee, 2011; Brown and Stone, 

2007; Fisher and Russell, 2011b; Hayward, 1995). This thesis consequently investigates if SWNZ and 

its interplay with regional councils is a one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, weakly sustainable scheme that 

works within locally defined ecological and social contexts. For this purpose, twelve interviews of 

sustainably certified winegrowers were conducted in the Marlborough and Central Otago 

winegrowing regions. In light of interviews and literature, this research gains insight into how 

conflicting dynamics in sustainable development can collaborate in their varying institutional 

capacities to achieve sustainability, and also how neoliberal statecraft can foster non-neoliberal 

outcomes and locally appropriate practices. 

How this thesis is organized 

The following thesis is organized into three main chapters: the literature review, results, and 

discussion.  

The literature begins with the broader, theoretical context of this research by exploring Scott’s 

Seeing like a State and discussing the nature of the state and its approaches to development. The 

review then moves onto contemporary development contexts with reference to the simultaneous 

rise of neoliberalism and environmental concerns and grassroots anti-corporate globalisation 

movements. These dynamics are related to weak and strong sustainability models. This survey of 

broader contexts then proceeds to the specific context of New Zealand. This section establishes why 

the New Zealand wine industry is identified as a potential lens to sustainable development 

dynamics. In this review, quality assurance audits as a tool for and against neoliberal statecraft is 

reviewed. A historical background to the New Zealand wine industry’s use of quality assurance is 

given, followed by a review of current literature relating to the motivational pressures acting on New 

Zealand wine producers in their uptake of sustainability practices. The literature review ends with a 
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summary of New Zealand wine sustainability certifications and how regional councils contribute 

aspects of strong sustainability to this research.  

The results of the twelve interviews are then discussed in regards to each quality of the research 

question (i.e. top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, weakly sustainable, and strongly sustainable) at 

both the macro and micro level. The dual analysis of macro and micro level dynamics establishes an 

understanding how SWNZ and regional council interplay is done institutionally and is experienced 

locally by wine producers.  

The results chapter is followed by a discussion chapter, relating and reviewing the research results in 

light of literature covered in the literature review. Specific attention in given to weak and strong 

sustainability definition, Scott’s theories in Seeing like a State, and literature relating to the 

contrasting narratives of the New Zealand wine industry’s neoliberal characterizations and 

environmental and social values. Priorities for future research are proposed, focusing on how wine 

producers pursue strong sustainability and why, as an industry, environmental values and 

philosophical concerns play a key role. 
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1. Literature Review 

 

Sustainable development represents both a problem for the state and of the state. There is an ever 

pressing demand for large governance institutions to deal with issues of climate change, biodiversity 

loss, income and gender inequality, clean energy and infrastructure, poverty, and health issues. 

However, despite this growing urgency, the nature of the state impedes its ability to address these 

problems. In order to achieve sustainable development, or any state goal, states require 

standardized information, often in the form of measurements, frameworks, and shared definitions 

and objectives. However, the complex nature of sustainability hinders this key feature of statecraft, 

preventing states from formulating universal measurements that accurately reflect the nature of 

sustainability.  

In addition to the nature and requirements of statecraft, broader political contexts also shape how 

the state pursues and understands sustainable development. Sustainable development largely 

represents the most recent re-embodiment of previous development agendas, a model predicated 

on economic growth. Since its rise to power in the 1980s, 1990s and onwards, the ubiquity of 

neoliberalism has added to this economic growth model an emphasis on market mechanisms as a 

means of distribution and regulation. Thus, the state, in its top-down effort to achieve sustainable 

development within the supremacy of neoliberalism, needs standardized, market-based solutions to 

address environmental and social problems.  

The effort by the state is not without criticism or opposition, and a myriad of subtle and 

fundamental critiques characterize sustainable development debates. The strongest criticism—both 

politically and theoretically—is that unlimited economic growth (and, by extension, capitalism and 
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neoliberalism) is fundamentally unsustainable. This general position holds two main tenets: 1) that 

capitalism exploits both people and the environment as a means of making profit and 2) that 

unlimited economic growth cannot continue indefinitely on a planet of limited resources. 

Proponents of this perspective, usually in opposition to neoliberalism and top-down development 

models, contend the need for a new economic paradigm that promotes human and environmental 

wellbeing and works within environmental capacities.  

This research investigates if these conflicts can be harmonized. To this end, this research uses the 

New Zealand wine industry to assess how top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, and weakly and 

strongly sustainable aspects can work in tandem. It is worth noting that most available literature 

peripherally informs rather the specifically relates to this research. As a result, this research is 

exploratory, investigating if and how the New Zealand wine industry can inform sustainable 

development. Rather than critically analysing how this research builds upon gaps in specific studies, 

this literature review critically constructs a theoretical and historical narrative and places this 

research within that story. This is an original synthesis, using theory to analyse sustainable 

development dynamics and in turn how this understanding distinguishes the New Zealand wine 

industry as a useful lens for more conclusive future research.  

The first part of this literature review provides that background and explanation for the 

characteristics of this research question—that is top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, weak and 

strong sustainability. As such, this review begins by using James C. Scott’s theory in Seeing Like a 

State to examine the nature of the state and its drive for top-down, one-size-fits-all measurements 

and schemes. This section then continues on to consider how the rise of neoliberalism and 

environmentalism—in combination with the needs and functions of the state—have influenced 

sustainable development efforts. This survey forms the theoretical and broader framework for this 

research question. This theoretical review is followed by a more specific, practical background, thus 

situating Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand within its national and international context. Each 
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section develops a basis for why SWNZ may provide a relevant lens for these issues reviews by 

relating its content to sustainable development dynamics. 

1.1 Being, seeing, doing: the top-down, universal nature of the state 

In order to implement, the state must first understand; in order to control, the state must first 

perceive; in order to plan, the state must first see. Thus forms the theoretical basis for Scott’s book 

Seeing Like a State (1998). Scott explores the “combination of the universalist pretensions of 

epistemic knowledge and authoritarian social engineering.” (1998: 340, author’s emphasis) His study 

reveals the connections between state knowledge and state function. States must render the objects 

of their dominion legible, and this legibility is so essential to the state’s ability to achieve its goals 

that it affects how states design and implementation their schemes.  

States must see what they seek to improve. Before states implement their goals, they first create a 

legible landscape and population. This transformation of chaotic life into ordered society features as 

an essential step of state schemes. As Scott describes, “Legibility is a condition of manipulation” 

(Scott, 1998: 183). Legibility precedes and empowers state control; the more legible a populace or 

environment, the more amenable it is to state techniques. Minimal state intervention requires 

minimal knowledge, and greater manipulation requires greater legibility. In other words, “the degree 

of knowledge required would have to be roughly commensurate with the depth of the intervention.” 

(Scott, 1998: 183) 

The state achieves this legibility by simplifying multifarious existences into abstract forms. These 

simplifications provide a central viewer synoptic vision of societies and environments. 

‘Simplifications’ do not denote a lack of sophistication. Rather, ‘simplifications’ equate to 

abstractions, the rendering of distinct facts—be they individuals, communities, or environments—

into a schematic composites. This process reduces complex realities to terms that are “replicable 

across many cases.” (Scott, 1998:81) To achieve this universality and uniformity, particularities that 

prove relevant in other circumstances are disassembled and disregarded (Scott, 1998: 81). This 
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process constructs a conceptual vantage point, one afforded only to those in authority. Thus, these 

schematic views represent a “quasi-monopolistic picture of selected aspects of the whole society”, 

as is “typical of all institutional setting where command and control of complex human activities is 

paramount.” (Scott, 1998: 79). Only those that seek to control can see what is to be controlled. 

State simplifications have five main characteristics: interested, documentary, static, aggregate, and 

standardized. State facts are utilitarian in that they reflect a specific interest in information as it 

relates to state purposes.  These facts are documentary and static in that they are recorded in 

writing and consist of unchanging information. The static nature of state facts allow the formulation 

of aggregate facts. Aggregate facts consist of collections of personal or impersonal facts, in that they 

can be about groups of individual people (e.g. employment rates) or about impersonal areas of state 

interest (e.g. density of infrastructure). These aggregate facts are constructed using standardized 

facts, such as averages and distributions. However, in order to be aggregated, standardized facts 

must undergo three steps. The first step is to establish common units of measurements and coding. 

This then allows for the second step, the classification and codifying of items and instances 

“according to the new unit of assessment.” (Scott, 1998: 80) These two steps form the basis for the 

culmination process, “the creation of wholly new facts of aggregation following logic of the new 

units.” (Scott, 1998: 80) These processes allow the state to perform collective assessments; no 

matter how distinctive the individuals, items, and instances that compose the aggregate, the state’s 

rendition of resemblance depicts them as the same and yet allows states to compare them as points 

of difference along a calibrated measurement of interest (Scott, 1998: 80).  

Scott compares the state’s abstract knowledge with episteme and techne. Episteme (scientific 

knowledge) and techne (technical knowledge) reflect the central principles and approaches of state 

abstractions. Techne is communicated methodically, accurately, and comprehensively as immutable 

principles, propositions, and rules (Scott, 1998: 319). It is organized methodically into small, precise, 

analytical steps that can be rationalised and substantiated with objective, quantitative exactitude in 
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the self-contained system of reasoning, where findings are derived from initial assumptions (Scott, 

1998: 320). Techne’s truth is universal, unbound and unrelated to place or context. In this way, 

states believe they comprehend the universe with universal knowledge, a truth independent of time 

and place. However, rationality’s universalist claims fail to recognize other types of knowledge. This 

immutable knowledge fails to accommodate the mutable, and the state, in its lack of 

comprehension, dismisses other knowledge ‘as insignificant at best and as dangerous superstition at 

worst.’ (quote from Scott, 1998: 311; Andrews and Bawa, 2014) 

Scott juxtaposes episteme and techne with mētis. Mētis directly contrasts universalist 

epistemological claims. Mētis consists of a wide array of practical skills and acquired intelligence in 

response to a constantly changing natural and human environment (Scott, 1998: 313). Unlike 

episteme and techne, mētis is difficult to teach apart from engaging in the activity itself (Scott, 1998: 

315). Mētis consists of rules of experience. As such, practical success defines and determines mētis, 

which is achieved by close and astute observation of the environment (Scott, 1998: 324). Scott 

contends that the ingredients for the formulation of mētis’ practical knowledge consist of: 1) a 

pressing need; 2) promising leads in analogous contexts; 3) an assembly of freelance experimenters; 

and 4) chains of communication (Scott, 1998: 326). Unlike scientific or epistemic knowledge, mētis is 

fundamentally practical; individuals do not know why a particular solution has worked, only that it 

does. Scientific tests can confirm the results and causes for mētis-based knowledge. However, more 

scientific methods are often slower and more capital intensive practices than those used by local 

people.  Mētis resists simplification into deductive principles, as it is exercised in environments so 

complex and non-replicable that formal practices of rational decision-making are hard to apply. 

Mētis represents the knowledge of how and when in unpredictable, concrete situations to apply 

rules of thumb. Thus mētis is mutable, indeterminate, and particular (Scott, 1998: 316). Unlike state 

simplifications and techne, mētis is locally, but not generally, relevant (Scott, 1998: 323). Nor is 

mētis static, as it begins in unpredictable situations and is constantly expanded by experimentations. 
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The diversity, intricacy, and changeability of local measurements and cultural practices reflect purely 

local and not state interests; as such, they—and the mētis they embody—are illegible to the state.  

The state’s need of abstract knowledge affects how states imagine and implement projects, inclining 

them to create and apply top-down, one-size-fits-all development solutions. As discussed above, 

state simplifications are interested, documentary, static, aggregate, and standardized (Scott, 1998: 

80). The design stages of state-initiated projects embody these characteristics, as state-approved 

specialists design a documented plan based on static, standardized information collected for state 

interests. Primarily focusing on state goals, specialists design these plans away from their future 

locality both physically and informationally. The plan’s design is based on standardized information 

that in its formulation disregards locally significant details. As diverse realities are rendered 

comparable—uniform apart from their endowment of measurable differences—top-down designs 

fail to account for locally particular aspects. In this way, top-down state solutions appears to be one-

size-fits-all, in that they can be apparently applied to seemingly similar situations. Thus, top-down, 

one-size-fits-all solutions work with and are the result of statecraft.  

This rendering of local realities into data allows statistical success but actual failure. In their failure to 

accommodate local diversity, top-down, one-size-fits-all projects can result in environmental 

destruction, health problems, social upheaval, and famine (Scott, 1998). Officials compile statistics 

on all aspects of a project’s implementation and progress for state assessment. As abstractions, 

officials’ statistics are simplified proxies. Thus, even in light of a project’s devastating consequences, 

officials can still numerically depict a sense of achievement, such as number of people relocated, 

farms established, houses and roads built. Thus, the state’s universal, top-down vision leads to the 

creation of top-down, universal schemes; state schemes, in both seeing and doing, disregard local 

peculiarities and practical knowledge, resulting in abstract success but local catastrophe. Since the 

1980s, these top-down, universal approaches to statecraft have been framed within neoliberalism, 

consequently filtering the state’s schematic view through the lens of the market.   
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1.2 Sustainable development: environmental neoliberalism or new development 

paradigm  

Over the past 25 years, sustainable development summits were discussed under the political 

supremacy of neoliberal ideologies, consequently shaping sustainable development solutions and 

definitions. This thesis defines neoliberal entities as those that seek to achieve hegemony via market 

means and mechanisms (Higgins et al., 2008). Marketization, privatization, competition and 

deregulation reflect this core principle, as they seek to make the market the governing mechanism 

of all goods and services. This goal of market dominion requires the commodification of everything, 

so that all objects, actors, and services are objects of trade and economic value. As such, motivations 

are also translated into profit and finance oriented goals. Privatization transfers regulatory power 

from the state to the private sector, with ‘consumer choice’ being a primary means of enforcement 

of standards. Neoliberalism also champions competition as a means of edification, driving innovation 

and increasing efficiencies. The essential feature of these neoliberal principles and policies is that the 

main mode of interaction is the market; thus, this is the guiding characteristic used by this thesis to 

determine if something is neoliberal.  

Banerjee (2003) contends that sustainable development discourse has incorporated neoliberalism 

(Blewitt, 2014: 34). Indeed, starting as far back as 1987, the Brundtland definition of sustainable 

development suggests that economic growth, industrial modernization, and market imperatives are 

key drivers and goals for all nations (Blewitt, 2014: 9). Principle 12 of the Rio Declaration, which 

pertains to trade and the environment, implies that free trade will automatically lead to sustainable 

development, consequently reinforcing neoliberal market-solves-all-problems philosophy 

(Clémençon, 2012a; Kumi et al., 2014). Indeed, upon reading, Principle 12 recites like a policy 

supporting institutions such as the WTO, arguing that international trade should not be restricted, 

even by national environmental protection:  
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‘States should cooperate to promote a supportive and open international economic system 

that would lead to economic growth and sustainable development in all countries, to better 

address the problems of environmental degradation. Trade policy measures for 

environmental purposes should not constitute a means of arbitrary or unjustifiable 

discrimination or a disguised restriction on international trade.  Unilateral actions to deal 

with environmental challenges outside the jurisdiction of the importing country should be 

avoided. Environmental measures addressing transboundary or global environmental 

problems should, as far as possible, be based on an international consensus.’(United 

Nations, 1992b) 

The Kyoto Protocols worked with market-mechanisms by allowing a global carbon market, where 

pollution was converted into tradeable commodities through emissions trading (Blewitt, 2014: 11; 

Clémençon, 2012a: 11). At the 2002 Johannesburg Summit, the struggle to find meaningful common 

language between market liberals and institutionalist mirrored the same tensions 20 years before in 

Rio (Blewitt, 2014; Clémençon, 2012a). At Rio+20, debates divided around definitions of a ‘green 

economy,’ which seemed to merge on the desire for ‘green energy technologies’ rather than 

outlining a new economic paradigm. UNEP also reflected this focus by promoting green technology, 

a low carbon economy, and eco-efficiency (Blewitt, 2014: 14). Thus, of the number of important 

documents have been published and some agreements established, most seek to fit within rather 

than reform economic and technology oriented development.  

While these efforts seek to address environmental and social concerns, environmental and social 

concerns are used to criticize them. Anti-neoliberalism movements, using environmental and social 

issues as the main platform for criticism, have gained momentum throughout the 1990s and 2000s. 

Known generally as the global justice movement or anti-globalisation movement, it is composed of 

loose coalitions between individually functioning associations, including youth, environmental, 

labour, civil rights, indigenous, feminist, and LGBTQ groups, as well as NGOs, scientists and 
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traditional leftists movements (Blewitt, 2014; Funke, 2014; Hayduk 2013) Each group maintains a 

central focus but sometimes forms alliances in opposition to what they described as symptoms of 

larger system failure (Shrivastava and Ivanova, 2015: 1211). The Occupy Movement, WTO protests, 

and La Via Campesina represent some of the more apparent examples of this movement. The central 

argument of the global justice movement asserts that economic productivity is not essentially linked 

to human flourishing and that human and environmental wellbeing should be prioritised over 

corporate profits (Hayduk, 2013; Shrivastava and Ivanova, 2015: 1211). To these movements, the 

aims of trade liberalization and sustainable development are mutually exclusive (Bakari, 2015: 35)  

Beginning in the 1980s there have also been methodological movements against state-led, top-

down, one-size-fits-all, technocratic development. Rapid Rural Assessment (RRA) and Participatory 

Approaches (PA) were developed as a methodology for understanding local dynamics and practices 

from village-perspectives. These approaches form contextually appropriate solutions by engaging 

both researchers and local people in participatory and collective learning and analysis (Dent et al., 

2013: 14-15). In 1986, Robert Chambers and Gordon R. Conway formalized what is now the 

Sustainable Rural Livelihoods approach (SRL). Like RRA and PA, the SRL is a participatory approach 

that strategically uses local knowledge. This knowledge is used to identify the requirements and 

assets of a specific community and the political influences affecting those aspects. This cumulated 

knowledge then informs what policies and institutions would best address that community’s needs 

(Dent et al., 2013: 14-15; see also Scoones, 1998) While the state’s schematic knowledge shapes its 

generalized solutions, the SRL’s local knowledge shapes its specific solutions.  
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Figure 1.1 Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: a framework for analysis. (Source: Scoones, 1998). 

 

Figure 1.2 Another depiction of sustainable livelihoods framework. Source: Department for International Development, 
1999, as used by FAO, n.d. 

RRA, PA, and SRL systematically use and develop mētis to create specific development solutions. As 

Scott explains, the development of practical knowledge typically begins with a pressing need. Then, 
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an assembly of freelance experimenters identify and trial a few promising solutions in similar 

contexts. The experimenters exchange the practical results of these experiments through chains of 

communication, leading to the development of practical solutions (Scott, 1998: 326). The RRA, PA, 

and SRL formalize this process into a development and information-gathering methodology.  As 

such, the RRA, PA, and SRL contrast the techne-based approaches of state-initiated development. 

They design projects not with technical, abstract data, but with practical, local knowledge; they 

formulate solutions not for general applicability, but for local specificity; and they achieve not the 

goals of states, but of local people.  

Thus, a number of conflicting dynamics exist within sustainable development. Sustainable 

development continues states’ top-down, one-size-fits-all development but within the current 

framework of neoliberalism. The global justice movement argues that truly sustainable development 

is at odds with the exploitive nature of capitalism, and by extension, neoliberalism. Grassroots 

development approaches such as the SRL also critique state-led sustainable development, arguing 

that truly sustainable development uses local knowledge to create local solutions. The state’s 

neoliberal, top-down tactics consequently face opposition in both its political orientation and its 

methodology. 

1.2.1 Sustainable development and state simplications: how to measure sustainability.  

The nature of sustainability and sustainable development prevents states from establishing universal 

sustainability measurements and indicators. As discussed above, states require a synoptic view of 

society and the environment in order to implement state goals. States achieve these synoptic views 

by standardizing the complex world so that individuals and environments can be documented 

according to common units, consequently allowing states to collectively assess their focus of 

interest. There have been over 5000 attempts to create quantitative indicators of sustainable 

development, but none are universally accepted (Kates and Parris, 2003, as cited in Jacques, 2014). 

The multi-dimensional nature of sustainability and sustainable development challenges this 
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abstraction process. Firstly, sustainable development presents too many points of focus. Often a 

diverse set of stakeholders undertake the initiative to establish measurements, and the resulting list 

reflects their varied aspirations.  Sustainable development likewise presents an expansive list of 

things to be developed and sustained, as well as issues of what level is being measured—local, 

national, or global—and for what period of time. State assessment documents are composed of 

static facts. It is widely agreed that sustainability means that we “must not undermine critical 

ecosystem cycles and systems that provide human opportunity and welfare” (Jacques, 2014: 140). 

However, due to lack of information, it is difficult to know trade-offs between economic welfare, 

ecological integrity, and social equity and to establish the tipping points in resilience cycles (Jacques, 

2014: 140). Thus, it is difficult to determine, let alone document as static facts, the multi-

dimensional impacts of development on ecosystem capacities. The temporal and spatial range 

combined with the dynamic nature of the complex systems are difficult—if not impossible—to codify 

into universal units of measurement, thus hampering the state from completing this fundamental 

step in statecraft.  

Due to their inability to formulate standardized sustainability measurements, governance bodies are 

adapting traditional assessments, categories, and indicators. In March 2017, the United Nations 

Statistical Commission accepted a global indicator framework of 232 indicators for sustainable 

development (“SDG Indicators”, n.d.). The ‘new’ framework—like the Sustainable Development 

Goals upon which they are based—builds on the Millennium Development Goals. The Millennium 

Development Goal indicators separated environmental goals from other development issues. The 

Sustainable Development Goal indicators differ from their predecessor by integrating environmental 

and sustainability concerns into the assessment of every goal. (United Nations, 2000a, 2000b). 

Despite this new emphasis on ‘sustainability’, the Sustainable Development Goals and their 

indicators place more emphasis on ‘development’  than ‘sustainability’, and include problematic 

phrases such as “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth” (Goal 8), “sustainable 

industrialization” (Goal 9), and “sustainable consumption and production patterns” (Goal 12) (Inter-
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Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators, 2017). Furthermore, despite the integration of 

sustainability into many of the development goals, the indicators still measure development by the 

same means, mainly numbers per 100,000, proportions of populations, GDP, investment and 

financial flows, and income earnings (Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators, 2017). 

These measurements also show integration without assessment of environmental limits. The 

indicators reflect the same weaknesses of statecraft in that they permit the numerical 

demonstration of achievement without impact assessment of said ‘sustainable development’ on 

local environments and communities. With these indicators, countries can improve in all areas—

environmental conservation, social and economic development—without evaluation as to whether 

the capacity of social or environmental systems is maintained. In short, these indicators allow 

unsustainable ‘sustainable development’. 

1.2.2 Weak and strong sustainability: a dichotomy in sustainable development 

dialogues.  

Sustainable development has been described as a dialogue of values, in part due to the failure to 

reconcile the divergent principles and interests of the global justice movement, economic growth 

advocates, and developed and developing countries (Blewitt, 2014).  These discussions become 

more intricate and incompatible as various worldviews and philosophies describe how humans 

should interact with the environment, and by extension, achieve sustainable development. If 

sustainability is the goal, then sustainable development is the process. Such schools of thought 

include: Arne Naess’ deep ecology; ecofeminism; social ecology; bioregionalism; ecological 

modernisation; systems thinking; Latour’s political ecology in Politics of Nature; and Gaia theory 

(Blewitt, 2014: 39-65).  Clapp and Dauvergne categorize the worldview spectrum of global 

environmental change and its relationship to the global political economy into four exaggerated 

ideals: market liberals, institutionalists, bio-environmentalists, and social greens (Clapp and 

Dauvergne, 2005: 3).  
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Table 1-1 Blewitt’s Summary of Clapp and Dauvergne’s Four Ideal Worldviews of How Global Environmental Change Relates 
to the Global Political Economy 

Worldview ideal Main principles 

Market liberals • “The main causes of global environmental problems are poverty and 
poor economic growth brought on by market failures and bad 
government policies that lead to market distortions – e.g. subsidies, 
unclear property rights.  
• Globalization is largely positive because it fosters economic growth 
and, combined with the application of modern science and technology 
and human ingenuity, will in the long run improve the environment and 
people’s material well-being.” 

Institutionalists • “The primary cause of global environmental problems are weak 
institutions and inadequate global co-operation, which has failed to 
correct environmental failures, promote development or counteract the 
self-interested nature of some states’ actions.  
• The main opportunity of globalization is to enhance opportunities for 
cooperation, capacity building and innovative eco-efficient technologies, 
which will generally enhance human well-being. The precautionary 
principle should inform the evaluation of new developments.” 

Bio-environmentalists • “The main causes of the environmental crisis are excessive economic 
growth, overpopulation, over-consumption and rampant materialism.  
• Globalization is driving unsustainable growth, trade, investment and 
debt while accelerating the depletion of natural resources and filling 
waste sinks. The way forward is to create a new global economy 
operating within the Earth’s ecological limits.” 

Social greens • “The main causes of the global environmental crisis are large-scale 
industrialization and economic growth. The main impact of globalization 
has resulted in the acceleration of exploitation, inequality and ecological 
injustice, leading to the erosion of local-community autonomy and the 
increase of drug-related global crime, human trafficking and the re-
emergence of slavery.  
• The way forward is to reject industrialism (or capitalism) and reverse 
or at least take democratic control of economic globalization, restore 
local community autonomy, empower those whose voices have been 
marginalized, and promote ecological justice and local indigenous 
knowledge systems.” 

Source: Blewitt, 2014: 28-29 

In light of top-down, techne-oriented, economic growth verses grassroots, mētis-oriented, anti-

unlimited economic growth debates, this research further simplifies these dynamics into weak and 

strong sustainability models. Colloquially, the strong and weak sustainability definitions are known 

as the bullseye/target vs three pillars/Venn diagram/triple bottom line debate. Strong sustainability 

is depicted as three circles set within each other. The largest circle denotes the environment. Set 

with the environment circle is a smaller circle signifying society, and set with society is the smallest 
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circle representing the economy. This visual representation of strong sustainability communicates 

that sustainability functions within the environmentally and socially defined boundaries. It argues 

that if economic production and consumption exceeds the capacity of the environment, then the 

environment is unable to support that economy and society, and therefore inherently unsustainable 

(Blewitt, 2014). Weak sustainability is also known as the three pillars, triple bottom line, or Venn 

diagram definition. Like strong sustainability, the model has three areas representing environment, 

society and economy. However, the weak sustainability model represents the three areas as 

separate, although sometimes it is depicted as three circles forming a Venn diagram, with the central 

overlap representing sustainability. This model communicates the perceived trade-offs between 

conservation, social wellbeing and economic development. Despite trade-offs, the model also 

implies that without any one of these areas sustainable development will fail. While strong 

sustainability seeks to define contextual boundaries and capacities, weak sustainability focuses on 

fostering the environment, society and the economy simultaneously (Mann, 2011). 
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Figure 1.3 Examples of weak and strong sustainability diagrams. 

1.2.3.1 Weak and strong sustainability’s relation to statecraft.  

More detailed debates frame strong and weak sustainability definitions in terms of the capitals, and 

further differentiate between weak and very weak sustainability. However, in light of this research 

investigating sustainable development dynamics, this thesis uses the triple bottom line weak 

sustainability definition, as major development institutions largely do not employ the capitals 

version of weak sustainability. For example, the 2002 Johannesburg Declaration uses the three 

pillars definition in their statement, “a collective responsibility to advance and strengthen the 

interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development—economic 

development, social development and environmental protection […]” (United Nations, 2002, as 

quoted in Kates et al., 2005: 12).(see Appendix A for more examples of development institutions 

using weak sustainability definitions). 
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Strong sustainability, like mētis, resists state abstraction for many of the same reasons. Mētis is the 

intelligence used when exercising practical skills in an unpredictably mutable human and natural 

environment. As such, mētis is local, particular, and changeable. Strong sustainability is defined by 

environmental capacities, and thus, like mētis, begins in dynamic and unpredictable contexts. 

Ecosystems are fundamentally specific locales. They are also complex systems, unpredictably 

immutable in themselves and their cascading consequences in the face of change (Bar-Yam, 1997, 

2002). As strongly sustainable development seeks to fit within ecological capacities, it demands that 

solutions suit their localities. Such solutions require locally specific techniques of resource 

management and close, astute, and accurate observations of their effects of the environment (Scott, 

1998: 327). The SRL embodies strong sustainability principles, as its solutions are shaped by specific 

environmental and social contexts.  The SRL use of local knowledge is key to this contextual 

appropriateness. Furthermore, the SRL formalizes the mētis creation process. If anything, in the 

same way techne and episteme reflect the standardized knowledge of statecraft, mētis, and its 

practical skills to form solutions in specific and unpredictable locales, reflects the practical 

knowledge of strongly sustainable development. In this way, the specificity and dynamism of both 

strong sustainability and mētis resist translation into the universal standardized formats of 

statecraft.  

Weak sustainability, on the other hand, is better suited to statecraft. Weak sustainability argues that 

sustainable development fosters areas of environment, society, and economy. As long as there is 

progress in those three areas, development is ‘sustainable’. Unlike strong sustainability, weak 

sustainability is not defined by environmental capacities and thus not determined by locality. The 

lack of local specificity allows weak sustainability to separate environmental, social, and economic 

development and evaluate them by their own set of standardized measures.  As seen, the state, in 

its inability to establish universal and specifically ‘sustainability’ measures, repurposes traditional 

development indicators. Weak sustainability better complements statecraft than strong 

sustainability as it segregation of environmental, social, economic development separates from their 
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specific contexts. Weak sustainability’s conceptual separation befits the abstract nature of 

traditional development measures.  

While weak sustainability complements statecraft, the disintegration of environmental, social, and 

economic assessments separates them from the contextual impacts of development progress. Weak 

sustainability allows the economy to be classically assessed (e.g. GDP) without regard to the 

economy’s overall effect on ecosystems or communities. Social indicators do not relate to their 

impact on ecosystem function. Indeed, even environmental indicators are divorced from their 

environmental localities, in that they allow for numerical progress without evaluation of the 

ecosystem capacities. These weak sustainability measurements, like other state simplifications, 

allow abstract progress even in the face of local destruction. While suiting state simplifications, they 

fail to demonstrate if progress is environmentally and socially suitable. Thus, weak sustainability 

suffers from the same shortcomings as statecraft generally.  

 While states evince weak sustainability (see Appendix A), criticisms of the state’s approach align 

with the strong sustainability model. The strong sustainability model ultimately situates economic 

development within the ecological capacities and social contexts. The global justice movement’s 

criticisms of top-down, neoliberal approaches mirrors strong sustainability as they both argue for an 

economic paradigm predicated not on economic growth but on its suitability to environmental and 

human wellbeing. While missing the more intricate details of values of other sustainability 

perspectives and worldviews, the weak and strong sustainability models reflect the dichotomy 

between universal, economic growth, technology-based approaches verses the location-based, non-

economic growth debates. Thus, this research uses weak and strong sustainability definitions to 

indicate this conflicting dichotomy within sustainable development discussions.  

1.3 Summary – Theoretical Background 

Climate change, gender and income inequality, biodiversity loss, poverty, and the need for clean 

energy and infrastructure are only a few of the issues sustainable development seeks to address. 
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However, the state’s inability to standardize sustainability, as well as  power conflicts at key summits 

and resistance to and criticism of the state’s development methodology and pro-capitalist political 

orientation have stunted progress.  Due to its nature, the state needs a top-down, one-size-fits-all 

solutions or measurements for sustainable outcomes, but one that does not destroy local 

environments and works with neoliberal frameworks.  

These dynamics in sustainable development discussions form the broader, theoretical background 

for this research, establishing why this research specifically investigates top-down, one-size-fits-all, 

neoliberal, and weak and strong sustainability aspects. The next section of the literature review 

provides the more specific background for Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand (SWNZ) and 

considers how SWNZ may potentially inform how to harmonise contrasting aspects within these 

broader dynamics. This survey first discusses quality assurance as a tool both for and against 

neoliberalism. It then moves to relate certifications to the New Zealand wine industry’s post-

neoliberal reform strategies. Following this, a discussion explores the juxtaposition in the literature 

between prevalence of both neoliberal orientation and environmental and social values in New 

Zealand wine industry. The importance of foreign investment and export orientation to this research 

is noted. This section finishes by briefly covering New Zealand wine sustainability certifications and 

New Zealand regional council resource management and discusses how these relate to this research 

and sustainable development.  

1.4 Quality assurance certifications as a regulatory tool of neoliberal governance  

The modern environmental movement is neoliberalism’s most powerful political opponent. Despite 

large protests, concerted campaigns, and once devout neoliberal institutions amending their 

wholesale zeal in recent years, neoliberal dominance persists (Ostry et al., 2016). However, after two 

decades of engagement, neoliberal ventures have integrated environmental concerns, as seen with 

the rise of green capitalism and corporate green-wash (Kumi et al., 2014; McCarthy and Prudham, 

2004).  
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The increasing prevalence of quality assurance certifications are seen as a correlation between 

environmental values and neoliberal dominance (Kumi et al., 2014). Quality assurance certification 

initially emerged as a response to a series of food scares in the 1980s.  Reports of salmonella in eggs, 

e. coli in beef, carcinogenic pesticides, dioxin-tainted poultry, and mad cow disease led the largely 

middle class consumers of high-end European markets to doubt the safety, the ethics, and 

sustainability of the industrialized food system, and, especially in Britain, the state’s capacity to 

protect food supply (Burton et al., 2009; Campbell, 2005; Campbell and Rosin, 2008; Freidberg, 

2007: 323). During this time, states were implementing the neoliberal policy of deregulation. This 

regulatory gap left private enterprise to address these ethical issues. In light of the increased media 

scrutiny and consumer anxiety, large food retailers established quality assurance certifications. Third 

party certifications aim to independently and objectively assure physical characteristics and 

production practices. If a products fails, third party certification allows retailers to claim they took 

reasonable precautions. In this way, third party certification allow retailers and producers to 

demonstrate due diligence of quality assurance, and thus deflect criticism and protect corporate 

image (Freidberg, 2007; Hobbs et al., 2002). As food retailing becomes more concentrated, large 

supermarket chains are better able to exert market power over upstream actors within commodity 

chains and require suppliers to implement third party certification. Third party certification has 

consequently emerged a dominant regulatory mechanism in food quality as large food retailers—

and their consumers—demand certify their product’s integrity (Bain et al., 2005; Burton et al., 2009; 

Freidberg, 2007; Hatanaka et al., 2005).  

1.4.1 Seeing Like a supermarket: improving the human condition through third party 

certification.   

Freidberg (2007) argues that third party certification and audits demonstrate how supermarkets are 

‘seeing like a state’ in that the audits represent top-down schemes to improve the human condition 

and render farmer mētis into more legible, standardized formats. As mentioned, deregulation and 

privatization under neoliberal rule delegate roles historically held by the state to private 
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corporations and trading bodies, consequently elevating supermarkets to de facto policy makers 

(Campbell and Rosin, 2012; Freidberg, 2007; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). Large food retailers 

initiated third party certification in an effort to preserve themselves. Retailers have since legitimized 

the imposition of certifications with the noble claim of improving agriculture. In their new role as 

state, supermarkets require standardized measures of ‘goodness’, but ones that complement 

neoliberalism’s market-based means of governance. Like other state schemes before them, third 

party certifications require abstractions that are interested, documentary, static, aggregate, and 

standardized. Along these lines, specific and static information about farmers’ practices are 

documented according to universal criteria as established by standard bodies. These audits collect 

and classify farmer practices in uniform ways, thus establishing a standard of “good” agricultural 

practices. These standards give the appearance of ‘transparency’, as they render farmer practices 

legible to outsiders—namely food retailers and consumers (Freidberg, 2007). Third party 

certifications function as an information-intensive tool to demystify, and control farmer and supplier 

practices. In doing so, third party certification standardizes the ‘goodness’, safety, and quality of 

farmer practices. While audits now cross national borders, there have been significant efforts to 

harmonize standards at global scales, with the ultimate goal of establishing a common, transparent, 

universal measure of good agriculture (Freidberg, 2007).  

Like other state schemes before them, the imposition of certifications is both a knowledge gap and a 

power gap (Freidberg, 2007).  They represent a knowledge gap in that third party certifications 

bridge the conceptual space between farmer practices and large retailers and consumers. They 

denote a power gap in that farmers, especially in developing countries, are largely ‘standard takers’ 

(Bain et al., 2005; Freidberg, 2007; Mutersbaugh, 2005). However, like the people in Scott’s 

examples in Seeing like a State, farmers not only adapt and make state requirements work, they also 

sometimes use them to their own advantage (1998). In the case of third party certifications, farmers 

use standards in strategic ways to help improve their competitiveness and bargaining position in 

international markets. The adoption of standards help farmers access high-end markets, where 
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there is a greater prospect of higher returns is greater than in mass-commodity markets (Campbell 

and Rosin, 2012; Higgins et al., 2008). The New Zealand wine industry uses this strategy, as will be 

discussed in sections below.  

1.4.2 Third party certifications: ethical consumption as a new way to save the world 

In addition to third party certification being a tool of the neoliberal state, activist non-government 

organizations (NGOs) and consumers use quality assurance certifications to construct alternative 

spheres of production, trade, and consumption (Hatanaka et al., 2005; Higgins et al., 2008: 1777; 

Mutersbaugh, 2005). With the rise of market governance, a new political movement has emerged, 

where consumption has become a political act and a ‘new way to save the world’ (McLaughlin, 2004, 

as quoted in Hatanaka et al., 2005). Consequently, social activists demand retailers provide ethical 

goods, such as organic, fair trade, dolphin-safe, or otherwise sustainably produced (Hatanaka et al., 

2005; Rosin, 2008). Third party certification has become a key tool in this endeavour as it is used to 

incorporate ethical practices into existing production and trade systems, and by doing so, create 

alternative means of production and consumption (Hatanaka et al., 2005).  

Despite these reformation efforts, a large body of literature contends that private standards and 

certifications schemes consolidate the global extension of market forces and neoliberal forms of 

governing into regulations of food and natural resources (Higgins et al., 2008). As Freidberg explains, 

“NGO projects effectively [endorse] both the retailers’ self-interested use of best practice codes as a 

defense against brand-damaging scandal and the broader post ‘Washington consensus’ faith in 

corporate social responsibility as a force for development and poverty reduction” (Dolan, 2005, and 

Vives, 2004 in Freidberg, 2007: 324). Thus, third party certification standards both facilitate the 

extension of neoliberal governance and are an expression of resistance to the neoliberal project 

(Higgins et al., 2008). Mutersbaugh describes this as a “Polanyian double bind” (Mutersbaugh, 2005; 

as referenced in Higgins et al., 2008: 1777). Polanyi’s notion of ‘double movement’ states that 

resistance to the commodification of everything leads to reform and renewal of social and 
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environmental protections (Higgins et al., 2008: 1777). As NGOs attempt to construct more open 

and public standards that promote social and environmental values, they are dependent on the co-

operation of corporate interests which prefer privatised, contract-based standards that protect 

retailer power (Higgins et al., 2008: 1777-1778). This attempt to improve the system reinforces 

profit-making logic of capitalism and enforces neoliberal regulatory practices by working with rather 

than against the market (Higgins et al., 2008: 1778). The standards, audits, and labels aim to protect 

environmental and human wellbeing; however, while constructed in opposition to the neoliberalism, 

rather than leading to its abandonment, they result in a gentler ‘third way’ (Higgins et al., 2008). 

1.4.3 Quality assurance certifications summary and conclusion 

Third party certification reflect sustainable development dynamics. Third party certification reflect 

state-led initiatives in that they are a top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal instrument seeking to 

achieve a more sustainable world (Campbell and Rosin, 2012: 199). With neoliberalism, governance 

and regulatory power has been delegated to corporate bodies and private institutions whose main 

mode of interaction is via the market. As such, market mechanisms are now a primary tool of 

statecraft. Third party quality assurance certifications regulate of qualities of ‘goodness’ states seek 

to achieve. These market-based regulatory tools retain the same characteristics of state 

simplifications. They focus on an official interest, in this case food quality and good agricultural 

practices. The audits and certification are documented using static, confirmable facts (e.g. 

monitoring of input use). As more farmers achieve certification, food production practices become 

standardized, allowing food retailers to assess qualities of goodness to the common measurement of 

one-size-fits-all certification. Food retailers, like large development institutions, seek to achieve 

sustainable practices through universal and standardized measures that work with neoliberal 

frameworks. In this way, third party certification reflects state-led sustainable development, in that 

they are an artefact of statecraft that complements neoliberalism and promotes sustainable 

practices. On the other hand, third party certification mirrors the grassroots efforts of the global 
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justice movement as activist NGOs and ethically concerned consumers use ethically oriented 

certifications to achieve sustainability by reforming neoliberal modes of production.  

In this way, investigating third party certification—specifically Sustainable Winegrowing New 

Zealand—may provide insight into top-down, neoliberal verses grassroots, anti-neoliberal 

sustainable development dynamics. As a quality assurance audit, Sustainable Winegrowing New 

Zealand (SWNZ) may be a neoliberal tool that both standardizes sustainable practices and renders 

them legible to a wider population. This research will explore how SWNZ renders sustainability 

practices into the more abstract form of certification, with specific focus on how SWNZ works with 

statecraft to achieve sustainability goals.  

The next section contextualizes SWNZ within its specific context, whilst continually reflecting on how 

the various aspect of the New Zealand wine industry provide an opportunity to observe interactions 

between broader sustainable development dynamics. This review begins with a historical 

background to the New Zealand wine industry’s current economic strategy of selling high quality 

wine to high end markets. The role of quality assurance in this endeavour is reviewed. This next 

section also explores the juxtaposition in the literature between the pro-neoliberal stances of the 

industry’s governing bodies and the prevalence of environmental and social values. The quality 

assurance certifications used by New Zealand wine producers are summarized, with a brief emphasis 

on the importance of the bottom-up approach of the New Zealand Sustainability Dashboard to this 

research. Lastly, this section finishes with how a review of how regional council resource 

management provides opportunity to investigate strong sustainability aspects.  

1.5 New Zealand Wine 

For much of its early history, New Zealand wine was marked by attempts to mask its poor, 

sometimes poisonous, quality with additions of sugar. Some even claimed that New Zealand wine 

was undrinkable by the standards of other wine consuming countries (Howland, 2014; Stewart, 

2010). However, post-World War II through the 2000s, the New Zealand wine industry converted to 
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the production of high quality wine. In 1980s, New Zealand wine started wining prestigious awards 

and gaining recognition for excellence, particularly in the UK. At the same time, neoliberal reform of 

the New Zealand government caused the industry to expand its largely domestic market overseas. 

The high-end markets the industry wished to access were experiencing a rising concern about safe 

and ethical production. The New Zealand wine industry needed to relieve consumer doubts and 

ensure wine quality.  Consequently, as the New Zealand wine industry became more export-

oriented, it marketed itself overseas as “The Riches of a Clean Green land” and substantiate that 

claim by creating Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand (SWNZ). SWNZ, while a certification in 

itself, is a scheme that requires wine producers to be certified sustainable in order to participate in 

New Zealand Winegrower marketing and promotional events. As a result, 98% of New Zealand’s 

vineyard area is certified sustainable (New Zealand Winegrowers, 2017) 

SWNZ may reflect broader aspects of sustainable development. As a private initiative regulating 

good production practices, SWNZ mirrors quality assurance as statecraft. SWNZ may also be weakly 

sustainable, as weak sustainability’s lack of contextuality better fulfils statecraft and certification’s 

need for  standardization, legibility, and comparability. Simultaneous to its ‘greening’ process, the 

Wine Institute clearly exhibited neoliberal rationalities in both its statements and its efforts to work 

with WTO conventions. Thus, SWNZ may be neoliberal both inherently as an artefact of private 

industry governance and explicitly as a tool of a neoliberally oriented institution. Despite this 

market-oriented narrative, multiples studies have demonstrated that New Zealand wine producers 

do not adopt sustainable practices or Environmental Management Systems (EMSs) such as SWNZ for 

marketing or financial reasons. Rather, wine producers are primarily motivated by their sense of 

environmental and social responsibility. New Zealand wine producers consequently reflect the 

environmental and social values of the global justice movement in this way. Thus, SWNZ may reflect 

both top-down and grassroots sustainable development dynamics. On the one hand, SWNZ may be 

neoliberal, weakly sustainable, and one-size-fits-all, as it is a tool of the neoliberally oriented Wine 

Institute that regulates sustainable practices and renders them legible to broader market. On the 
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other hand, the fact wine producers’ environmental and social concerns motivate them to adopt 

sustainable practices reflect grassroots sustainable development movement values. Taken together, 

these aspects provide a basis for exploring how apparently conflicting broader sustainable 

development dynamics can relate. It should be noted that this a broad review of the cultural history 

of New Zealand wine.  

1.5.1 From poisonous to prestigious: the history of New Zealand Wine 

With the exceptions of Marist missionaries, and Dalmatian, French, German, Spanish, and Lebanese 

immigrants who produced good wine for everyday and religious cultural use, the majority of New 

Zealand’s early wine production maintained a British tradition of sweet, fortified wine (Dalley, 2014). 

In the early 1900s, the temperance movement stifled the wine industry. Those wine producers that 

survived, they largely produced adulterated or fortified wine (Howland, 2014). Bacterial spoilage and 

sour wine doctored with massive amounts of added sugar characterized New Zealand wine. This 

trend continued into World War II, where the wine industry profiteered on the thousands of 

American soldiers on furlough by diluting wine and fortifying it with sugar (Howland, 2014: 15).   

However, the 1950s marked a cultural shift in New Zealand wine production and consumption. Post 

war European migrants brought with them their home wine culture. They opened cafés and 

restaurants associated with theatres, and exposed New Zealand to fine art, relaxed dining, and 

diverse tastes and opinions. These places became cultural and intellectual hubs, and wine was at 

their centre. Thus, rather than being a foul, sour drink, wine emerged a symbol of change (Howland, 

2014: 15).   

Furthermore, there was an emerging and increasingly affluent middle class in New Zealand during 

the 1950s. Many New Zealanders returning from the warfront had been exposed to European 

customs. They experienced wine as staple drink and as product that reflected a relationship to the 

“land and tradition” (Stewart, 2010: 204 in Howland, 2014: 15). Back in New Zealand, these overseas 

experiences, combined with the influence of European immigrants and fine imported wine, led to a 
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movement of “aspirational winemakers, consumers, and budding connoisseurs” to either pursue 

winemaking or demand a domestic market with consistently good quality wine (Howland, 2014: 17). 

The shift away from fortified to fine wine continued through the 1960s with the increased presence 

of both lifestyle “boutique” wineries, and large-scale, industrialized, share-holder financed wine 

producers determined to make fine table wines (Howland, 2014). Perhaps most importantly, 

Montana “discovered” the distinctive excellence of the Marlborough growing region in the 1970s, 

and the area’s first large commercial vineyard was planted in 1973. Within a few years, many of the 

largest wine producers moved to Marlborough (Barker et al., 2001: 206; Dalley, 2014). At the 

beginning of the 1980s, New Zealand wine producers participated in their first tastings offshore in 

London and began winning awards (Howland, 2014). By the end the 1980s, New Zealand’s Sauvignon 

Blanc was outperforming competitors in international wine tastings (Gregan, 2013: 32-33).  

1.5.2 Neoliberal government reform impetus towards export orientation 

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the New Zealand wine industry became increasingly export-

oriented, particularly in regards to Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc. This move towards export 

orientation was spurred, at least in part, by the government’s implementation of neoliberal policies. 

In their 1992 report, the Wine Institute of New Zealand stated: 

“Since 1986, the liberalisation of the New Zealand economy has forced the wine industry 

into a dramatic transformation. Current projections suggest home consumption will grow no 

more than an average 2% annually. As the home market was opened up to international 

competition, imports rose significantly. For the first time in its history, the New Zealand wine 

industry was forced to look outside this country for its future growth.” (Buck, 1992: 2) 

Consequently, the industry positioned itself for long-term basis of export-based expansion (Buck, 

1992). The industry focused on expanding into high-end markets, principally Australia, Germany, 

North America, and the UK (Gregan, 2013).  
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1.5.3 High standards for high-end markets: quality assurance as a key to market access  

The main consumers of these high-value markets were middle class who, as mentioned, experienced 

a series of food scares throughout the 1980s. The growing awareness of food safety issues combined 

with growing concern around ethical consumerism led to the emergence of quality assurances of 

global export chains (Burton et al., 2009; Campbell, 2005). In light of neoliberal deregulation in both 

New Zealand and the West, auditing schemes filled a regulatory gap and reregulated food exports in 

the 1990s (Burton et al., 2009; Campbell and Rosin, 2008). Quality assurance certifications, while 

technically voluntary, were demanded by consumers and food retailers, and thus were key to the 

New Zealand farmers seeking to access these valuable markets (Campbell, 2005; Campbell and 

Rosin, 2008; Hatanaka et al., 2005). The New Zealand wine industry, in its attempt to expand into 

these high end, high value markets, needed to pre-emptively mollify consumer concerns about 

quality, safety, and sustainability. Thus, in 1993, the Wine Institute reported that the industry 

needed to make their practice legible and transparent to concerned consumers overseas by “clearly 

certify[ing] beyond a shadow of a doubt” (Buck, 1993). 

1.5.4 Two states: the industry’s dual effort to substantiate quality through government 

legislation and self-regulation 

In this endeavour, the wine industry took on a regulatory role to ensure quality, safety, and 

sustainability through a “successful balance” of self-regulation and government legislation (Spence, 

1998). The Wine Institute worked with government to pass legislation that would add wine to food 

safety standards; define geographical origins; and establish manuals for good manufacturing and 

hazard analysis (Buck, 1993, 1994; see also Overton and Murray, 2013). Self-regulation focused on 

substantiating ‘green’ marketing claims. In 1995, a Wine Guild was established in London to promote 

New Zealand wine in the UK through the generic promotion of New Zealand brand wine (Gregan, 

2013). Rather than promoting specific brands with their own stories and narratives, the Guild and 

Wine Institute marketed New Zealand wine as a whole. In that way, it was thought that the 
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individual wineries would profit from the generic promotion (Spence, 1997). The Institute organised 

voluntary events for generic promotion platform in order for wineries to promote their own brand 

objectives (Spence, 1998). In tandem with these events, the Institute and Guild took steps to 

improve New Zealand brand positions (Buck, 1994). From 1995, this included advertising New 

Zealand wine as “Riches of Clean Green Land”. Because the New Zealand wine industry was 

marketed as a whole, the whole industry had to certify those claims or else expose the whole 

industry to scandal and scrutiny.  

In order to substantiate these clean, green marketing claims, the Institute and the Grape Growers 

Council formed the Winegrowers of New Zealand and funded research on sustainable management 

and efficient resource use (Buck, 1995). In 1994, research on integrated disease and pest 

management, sustainable viticulture schemes, and deficit irrigation techniques commenced (Buck, 

1995). Spray schedules and diaries were published in order to ensure minimum use of agrichemicals. 

Winegrowers of New Zealand also assessed the industry’s carbon status. In 1995 and 1996, a pilot 

trial for Integrated Wine Production (IWP) began (Spence, 1997). New Zealand Winegrowers 

commercially launched SWNZ in 1997 and required wine producers have sustainability certification 

in order to participate in NZWG marketing and events (New Zealand Wine, n.d. a). Thus, while the 

New Zealand wine industry worked with the government, it was mainly self-regulating. Rather than 

the government instigating this scheme of environmental improvement, it was private industry 

bodies such as the Wine Institute and Winegrowers of New Zealand that took initiative to regulate 

the industry, largely due to the perceived demands of international market. In this way, the wine 

industry became its own state in that its governance institutions regulated its own industry in order 

to prove its safety to environmental and human health and render those practices legible to the 

market.  
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1.5.5 Wine Institute works to further neoliberal statecraft and policies  

In addition to a being a private governance body, the Wine Institute further embodies neoliberal 

governance approaches by working with the global neoliberal project to establish universal quality 

standards. Simultaneously to its movement towards environmentally friendly practices, the Institute 

issued clear statements about working with rather than against neoliberal politics and economics. In 

1995, the Institute supported the lowering of tariffs of wine imports, stating that competition from 

imported wine would force domestically produced wine to raise its standards. Specifically, the report 

stated: 

“Philosophically the industry considers competition is a spur to raising quality standards. 

This is why the Institute supported lower tariffs on imported wine in submissions to 

government in the past year. 

“Lower tariffs on imported wines will require New Zealand producers to be even more 

competitive in the domestic market. This will benefit consumers and ensure the industry is 

able to cope with the demanding expectations of international markets.” (Buck, 1995: 6)  

In 1999, the Institute stated that the wine industry must complement WTO rules, stating, “First and 

foremost, our approach has been to suggest the new standard [the Australia New Zealand Food 

Authority, or ANZFA] must be compatible with the open global trading system envisaged by the 

reforms embodied in the World Trade Organisation (WTO).” (Spence, 1999: 5) In 2000, the Institute 

credited the strong export performance of New Zealand wine to international trade liberalisation, 

and criticized the European Union of not following WTO rules by denying access to sweeter wines 

bearing only ‘New Zealand’ as a geographic indicator (Hubscher, 2000). In 1998, the New Zealand 

wine industry joined other nations in the formation of the New World Wine Producers (NWWP), a 

group whose main aim was to accelerate wine trade reform with a framework consistent with WTO 

rules (Hubscher, 2000). The Institute reconfirmed joining NWWP in their 2000 report, stating, 

“Export growth needs continuing trade liberalisation. As this need is shared by other nations […] 



NEW ZEALAND WINE AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 46 
 

New Zealand and other like-minded New World wine countries formed the New World Wine 

Producers.” (Hubscher, 2000) In April 2001, New Zealand and other members of NWWP formally 

initialled a Mutual Acceptance Agreement on Oenological Practices (MAAOP). The MAAOP provided 

greater surety of access to US, Australian, and Canadian markets, and represented a “landmark for 

the industry” as it was “significant as the first agreement of its type to fully comply with World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) rules.” (Hubscher, 2001) Thus, the Wine Institute theoretically and actually 

embodies neoliberalism, firstly, by filling a regulatory role as a private institution and rendering 

practices into market modes of quality assurance certifications, and secondly by actively working to 

further neoliberal hegemony through policies, philosophies, and institutions.   

1.5.6 Drivers of sustainability practices: pressures that align with personal values.  

The Wine Institute explained the industry’s early sustainability efforts in terms of marketing in the 

1990s. The Institute increasingly framed these movements towards environmentally friendly 

practices as more than marketing tools. In 1995, the Institute report claimed that their “commitment 

to sustainable management and efficient resource use will continue to be a foundation on which the 

international image of New Zealand wine is built. It reflects the market oriented vision now 

displayed by the industry.” (Buck, 1995: 5; my emphasis). This contrasts with their 2000 report 

where the Institute stated that members of the wine industry were “custodians of the land”.  

Quoting the report: 

“Collectively we promote our wines as ‘The riches of a clean, green land’. This is more than 

just a marketing slogan. As the custodians of around 13,000 hectares of New Zealand 

countryside, the industry is serious about its environmental sustainability.” (Hubscher, 2000: 

8; my emphasis). 

While difficult to determine conclusively from the literature alone, it appears that what started as a 

marketing imperative evolved to include environmental responsibility. Sustainability evolved from 

international marketing tool into a domestic ethical duty.   
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Further complicating this market-oriented narrative are multiple studies that conclude New Zealand 

wine producers adopt sustainable practices due to a sense of environmental and social responsibility 

(Dodds et al., 2013; Gabzdylova et al., 2009; Hall and Barid, 2014; Marshall et al., 2010; Sinha and 

Akoorie, 2010). While causality was not established, the subordinance of financial and marketing 

motivation is perhaps partly due to the lack of marketing and economic benefits for implementing 

an environmental management system (Andrews et al., as cited in Forbes and De Silva, 2012). 

Forbes and De Silva’s 2012 study of New Zealand wine producers concluded that implementing 

environmental management systems did not increase access to international markets, increase sales 

in domestic markets, improve profitability, reduce overall costs, or improve wine quality (Forbes and 

De Silva, 2012). Also, grape growers do not receive a price premium for grapes grown organically or 

sustainably, nor does adoption of sustainability practices increase wine producer’s overall revenue 

(Gabzdylova et al., 2009; Hall and Baird, 2014). This is not to say wine producers do not use 

sustainability. Indeed, wineries still use sustainability to differentiate themselves from competitors; 

to help wineries to tell their story; and to coordinate with other similar sustainability people in the 

supply chain (Flint and Golicic, 2009). This is also not to say that marketing and financial concerns do 

not play a role in sustainability practices and certification; these studies conclude that sustainable 

practices are not done primarily for financial or marketing reasons, despite the market-based 

justifications for sustainability certifications such as SWNZ.   

In 2010, Sinha and Akoorie studied institutional pressures influencing wine producers’ adoption of 

sustainable practices, and concluded that wine producers were responding to the pressure to be 

good environmental stewards. Sinha and Akoorie determined wine producers were not adopting 

sustainable practices in response to pressures from regulatory bodies or community groups. Indeed, 

they found that normative pressures from community stakeholders and community groups that can 

mobilize public opinion may in fact decrease the uptake of environmental efforts, due to the fact 

that an organization may no longer choose to respond to those increased pressures.  Instead, wine 

producers were responding to cognitive pressures. Cognitive pressures arise from an organization’s 
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need to conform to structures of society, but only those that align with the decision maker’s 

personal values. Decision makers discriminate between external and internal signals that are 

relevant and irrelevant. When external signals correspond with a decision maker’s personal values, 

they are considered more relevant and are therefore more likely to be acted on (Sinha and Akoorie, 

2010: 59). In Sinha and Akoorie’s study, cognitive pressures were strongly related to being “good 

stewards of the land.” Of those surveyed, 94.3% agreed or strongly agreed in favour of being good 

stewards of the land, and of those 94.3%, 67.9% strongly agreed (Sinha and Akoorie, 2010).  

At least four other studies generally reinforce Sinha and Akoorie’s results. Marshall et al. in their 

research of US and New Zealand wine industries concluded that internal stakeholder pressures and 

norms—that is, what ‘significant others’ believed to be best practice—was significant and highly 

correlated to environmental practices of reducing energy use, implementing recycling schemes, and 

measuring water and energy use. Notably, Marshall et al.’s normative definition more closely relates 

to Sinha and Akoorie’s cognitive definition, in that as that the ‘significant others’ of Marshall et al.’s 

study could be the organizations that are perceived to be more successful in Sinha and Akoorie’s 

research. Dodds et al. determined from interviews and questionnaires of New Zealand wineries that 

the most important drivers in the wine industry were concern for the state of the environment and 

social responsibility (2013). Hall and Baird obtained similar results in their third national survey of 

New Zealand wineries. Based on data from 103 wineries, Hall and Baird established that reasons for 

doing sustainable practices included reduction of environmental impact, but not increasing revenue 

(Hall and Barid, 2014). Gabzdylova et al. also found that the most important drivers for taking up 

sustainable practices were the personal environmental values of owners and shareholders 

(Gabzdylova et al., 2009). Overall, it appears that institutional best practice pressure advocates 

environmental stewardship, which wine producers respond to as it aligns with their own 

environmental and social values. 
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The combined influence of environmental and social values and market orientation of the New 

Zealand wine industry’s sustainability practices reflects both top-down and grassroots sustainable 

development dynamics. This literature review so far has identified three main ways the New Zealand 

wine industry parallels top-down approaches to sustainable development that work with neoliberal 

frameworks. Firstly, the industry reflects statecraft by using quality assurance certification. These 

certifications mimic statecraft with their interrelated aims of rendering practices more legible and 

standardizing, regulating, and controlling practices for a specific goal. Secondly, the specific goal for 

both sustainable development statecraft and the New Zealand wine industry’s quality assurance 

certification scheme is sustainability. Thirdly, both the New Zealand wine industry and sustainable 

development institutions seek to work within neoliberal frameworks. The Wine Institute specifically 

works with neoliberalism by 1) primarily functioning via the market as a private industry self-

regulating through market mechanisms for market-based aims and 2) by explicitly and actively 

promoting neoliberal policies and rationalities. Contrasting this top-down, neoliberal orientations 

are the values of environmental and social care as identified by the studies discussed above. While 

not explicitly grassroots, the prominence of personal values as an influencing factor in the uptake of 

sustainable practices reflects the values of grassroots sustainability movements. The global justice 

movement espouses the need for an economic paradigm with environmental sustainability and 

social wellbeing at its core. These studies in no way indicate that the New Zealand wine industry 

wishes for a new economic era, but the industry does mirror these values of environmental and 

social care as a primary motivator over economic profit. Again, this is not to say that marketing and 

financial concerns are not a factor, but then neither is the global justice movement completely 

against globalization (Funke, 2015). However, these studies do indicate that there are more 

dynamics at work, and indeed that they are a stronger influence than just neoliberal, market-

oriented concerns, and that these influences parallel grassroots sustainability movement priorities. 

Thus, the simultaneous occurrence of these dynamics in the New Zealand wine industry provides the 
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opportunity to observe how these top-down, neoliberal, sustainable approaches might interact with 

the values of grassroots sustainability movements. 

1.5.7 The influence of export orientation and foreign investment and ownership.  

Moving forward with this research, there are two important points to note—firstly, the correlation 

between export orientation and sustainable practices and, secondly, the role of foreign investment 

and ownership. While not a primary motivator, there does appear to be a correlation in the New 

Zealand wine industry’s uptake of sustainable practices correlates with export orientation. Marshall 

et al. concluded that managerial attitudes and export dependence was a stronger determinant of 

the uptake of sustainable practices in the New Zealand wine industry than the US (2010). Similarly, 

Dodds et al. concluded that the third most important motivator in uptake of sustainable practices for 

wineries that were neither biodynamic or organic was to meet requirements for export (2013). Sinha 

and Akoorie established a correlation between reduction in energy practices and higher exports and 

argue that institutional pressures explain this correlation (2010). Managers committed to exports 

have a greater perceived cognitive pressure associated with energy use. Thus, the greater the 

perceived cognitive pressure from export markets, the greater the energy reduction practices (Sinha 

and Akoorie, 2010: 69). Sinha and Akoorie established a correlation between high export-oriented 

firms and greater normative pressure, which they define as pressures from customers, community 

stakeholders, and civic environmental groups that can mobilize public opinion (2010). Their study 

also found that maintaining a reputable company image was a priority, with 71.8% slightly to 

strongly agreeing that maintaining a reputable company image was a priority (Sinha and Akoorie, 

2010). While Sinha and Akoorie did not explicitly confirm the connection between company image 

preservation and export orientation, their results suggest that export-oriented wine producers adopt 

sustainability practices (specifically, reduced energy use) because of greater cognitive pressure to 

conform with good industry practice in order to protect corporate image.  
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Relatedly, the presence of transnational beverage companies may affect internal stakeholder 

motivations for adopting sustainable practices. Success in the UK during the late 1980s encouraged 

international wine companies to secure a supply of New Zealand wine. As demand for Marlborough 

Sauvignon Blanc increased, the wine became an overseas investment (Gregan, 2013). Wine 

exporters needed a Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc in their portfolio. All New Zealand vineyards were 

New Zealand owned in the 1980s, but foreign ownership—particularly large, industrialized, share-

holder, transnational producers—is now apparent (Howland, 2014). The two largest companies, 

Constellation and Pernod Ricard, produce 70% of New Zealand wine (Stewart 2010: 376, in Howland, 

2014). With that said, New Zealand winegrowers’ 2017 Vineyard register reports 760 owners of 

small vineyards (0-10 hectares), 398 owners of medium sized vineyards (10.01-50 hectares), and 85 

owners of vineyards of 50.01 hectares or more (New Zealand Winegrowers, 2017: 5-6). Thus, despite 

foreign owned wineries producing 70% of New Zealand’s wine, the industry is still dominated by 

small and medium sized enterprises (Stewart 2010: 376, in Howland, 2014). Due to a greater 

perceive pressure, foreign owned and export-oriented wine producers may be using sustainable 

certification as a market-based tool to protect against market-based consequences. Using 

sustainability certifications as a market tool—rather than an effort motivated by personal values of 

environmental and social care—would lend foreign owned and export-oriented wine producers’ 

sustainability practices to be construed as neoliberal. Consequently, this research will investigate the 

role of foreign ownership and export orientation and examine if these factors correlate to trends in 

the results.  

1.5.8 SWNZ and New Zealand Sustainability Dashboard: sustainability from vineyard up.   

In this self-regulatory effort to prove quality, relieve consumer doubts, and protect the industry’s 

overseas market access, New Zealand Winegrowers made sustainability certification a voluntary 

requirement. Specifically, in order to participate in their marketing and promotional events, NZWG 

requires wines from 2010 vintage on to be produced under one of the recognized, independently 

audited, sustainability programmes (Hall and Baird, 2014). As a result of this policy, an estimated 
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98% of New Zealand’s producing vineyard area is now SWNZ certified as of 2017. Seven percent of 

vineyard area operates under other certified organic programmes (New Zealand Winegrowers, 

2017a; New Zealand Winegrowers, 2016b).  

SWNZ is the main certification programme for vineyards and wineries in New Zealand. SWNZ aims to 

provide a best practice model for environmental practices and uses a holistic approach to grape 

growing that endeavours for continued improvement towards sustainability (Forbes and De Silva, 

2012; Hall and Baird, 2014). SWNZ is based on a scorecard that provides a series of targets derived 

for various facets of vineyard operations. The scorecard helps vineyard managers discern how to 

improve their practices. The SWNZ scorecard identifies several targets that are critical to integrated 

production including: soils and fertilisers; sward and irrigation management; and pests and diseases. 

It recognises that sustainability has several components including a financial element. It is a self-

evaluation system, with an external audit performed every three years (Hughey et al., 2005: 1177).  

The Wine industry Sustainability Engine (WiSE) is party of the New Zealand Sustainability Dashboard 

(NZSD) project and is the online assessment and reporting tool for SWNZ. The WiSE incorporates 

annual scorecard records of energy and water use based on voluntary information provided by 

dashboard users. The WiSE reports aim to incentivise sustainable behaviours by comparing energy 

and water metrics between vineyards and wineries matched by operation size, variety, region, 

climate, and soil type. WiSE focuses on benchmarking as benchmarking often leads to significant 

improvements in organizational performance, but is also more likely to incentivise and guide 

sustainable practice if based on fair and sensible comparisons. WiSE is a whole enterprise approach 

to monitoring performance, because individually owned and operated vineyards or wineries are 

considered to be key site of action for sustainability. Also the enterprise approach moves from 

driving change down through the industry, to bottom up; where it is grounded in the practical 

realities of making outstanding New Zealand wine in a sustainable way (Barber et al., 2014). 
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WiSE, as a part of the NZSD project, seeks to encourage bottom-up change, it reflects grassroots 

sustainability efforts. With grassroots, participatory development, the project site is situated in a 

specific community with local people directing development. With WiSE, the vineyard or winery 

constitutes the project site with practices directed by internal stakeholders such as owners, 

viticulturists, vineyard managers, and winemakers. In this way, sustainable winegrowing in New 

Zealand may provide further insight into sustainable development dynamics, as the “grassroots” 

nature of NZSD contrasts with statecraft characteristics of sustainable quality assurance certification. 

Thus, SWNZ and NZSD offer opportunity to observe how these sustainability approaches conflict or 

complement each other in their respective aims.  

1.5.9 Summary: sustainable winegrowing in New Zealand and its relevance to 

sustainable development.  

SWNZ forms an important part of this research, as it may embody neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, and 

weakly sustainable aspects that reflect top-down approaches to sustainable development. States 

have to render diverse existences into standardized formats in order to implement state goals. 

Sustainable development struggles with the essential feature of statecraft, as the multifarious and 

multidimensional nature of sustainability and sustainable development hinders the formulation of 

standard measures. However, weak sustainability works better with statecraft than strong 

sustainability, as it is not predicated on context, thus more easily lending itself to universality and 

comparability. With deregulation under neoliberalism, private industry and trade standard bodies 

emerged as new states. In their endeavour to protect themselves and establish a standard for good 

production practices, large food retailers regulated agriculture using third party certification to 

render farmer and supplier practices legible. These certifications work with neoliberalism as they 

operate via the market. New Zealand Winegrowers—the combined body of the Wine Institute and 

New Zealand Grape Growers— is the New Zealand wine industry’s main governing body (New 

Zealand Winegrowers, 2016). In light of international demand, these institutions needed to make 

the industry’s practices both legible and standardized so that there was no doubt of the quality and 
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sustainability of New Zealand wine. SWNZ is an artefact of this aim. In light of 1) weak sustainability 

working best with statecraft, and 2) SWNZ potentially seeking to conform to this neoliberal, 

regulatory approach of quality assurance certifications, it is likely that the ‘sustainability’ aspects of 

SWNZ’s standards are weakly sustainable, as weak sustainability is easier to standardize and, thus, 

assess and render perceivable to a broader population.  

1.5.10 Sustainability certifications in New Zealand wine industry.  

However, SWNZ is not the only certification available to wine producers, as they can enrol in other 

sustainability certifications, such as biodynamic and organic, and still benefit from NZWG marketing. 

The other available certifications—Asure Quality, BioGro, CarboNZero, Demeter, and ISO 14001—are 

briefly summarized in Table 1.2 below.  

Table 1-2 Sustainability Certifications Available to New Zealand Wine Producers apart from SWNZ 

Certification Summary New Zealand 
Numbers 

Citation 

Asure 
Quality 

Asure Quality is a state-owned enterprise that 
provides food safety certification and auditing 
services. They audit for a variety of 
certifications, including an organic scheme. 
Under the organic scheme, organic 
agriculture is accomplished by using cultural, 
biological and mechanical materials and 
methods, as opposed to using synthetic 
materials, to fulfil any specific function within 
the system. 

There are eight 
wine producers 
certified under the 
Asure Quality 
organic scheme 

AsureQuality 
Limited, 
2016, 2017a, 
2017b, n.d.-
a, n.d.-b. 

BioGro Trading under the name of BioGro New 
Zealand, the New Zealand Biological 
Producers and Consumers Council Inc. is an 
international respected organic certification 
scheme. The group was established in 1983, 
and generally aim to foster natural processes 
while minimizing inputs and reducing 
environmental impact.  

As of 2017, there 
are 186 
viticulturists 
registered with 
BioGro. 

BioGro, 
2009: 5; 
BioGro, n.d. 
 

CarboNZero The CarboNZero certification aims to manage 
and reduce carbon emissions, as well as offset 
remaining emissions through verified carbon 
credits to achieve a net zero carbon balance. 
CarboNZero is one of the certifications 
provided by Enviro-Mark, wholly-owned 
subsidiary of the independent but 
government owned Landcare Research. In 

As of 2013, six 
wineries were 
certified 
CarboNZero. 

Enviro-Mark 
Solution, 
n.d. a, n.d. 
b, Landcare 
Research, 
2013. 
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2006, Grove Mill winery in Marlborough 
became the first certified neutral winery in 
the world via the CarboNZero scheme.  

Demeter Demeter is a biodynamic certification scheme 
based on the work of Dr Rudolf Steiner. It is a 
worldwide certification system, and the Bio 
Dynamic Farming and Gardening Association 
is the certifier in New Zealand. The 
Association has been registered as Demeter 
in New Zealand since 1984. Biodynamic 
farming is similar to organic farming, but 
emphasizes spiritual and mystical 
perspectives.  

There are currently 
eight Demeter 
certified wine 
producers. 
However, more 
wine producers 
conduct 
biodynamic 
practices but 
remain uncertified. 

Brooking et 
al.¸ 2002; 
Demeter, 
2017; 
Demeter 
New 
Zealand, 
2017.  

ISO 14001 ISO 14001 aims to support environmental 
protection and prevent pollution in balance 
with socio-economic needs. The system is 
designed around implementation of an 
organisation’s environmental policy. The 
policy should be directional and lead to the 
identification of environmental aspects which 
in turn are subject to the development of 
objectives, targets and processes of 
implementation. It is these processes that are 
then monitored, audited and subjected to 
periodic review. Beyond the structure and 
certification, each ISO 14001 plan is different 
and reflects the organization’s unique goals 
and processes. Furthermore, the 
environmental information of an ISO 14001 
certified company is confidential and 
unavailable to bodies outside of the 
organisation  

As of 2005, there 
were eight wine 
companies 
involved in the ISO 
14001 system. 
While it is difficult 
to establish exact 
numbers, it 
appears that this 
level of 
participation in the 
ISO 14001 
programme has 
not changed 
significantly.  
 

Hughey et 
al., 2005: 
1177 

 

1.6 Strong Sustainability Through the Interplay with Regional Council Resource 

Management  

In addition to being weakly sustainable, SWNZ may also be strongly sustainable in its potential 

interplay with regional councils. SWNZ operates within the context of New Zealand governance. As 

reviewed below, national government via the Resource Management Act 1991 mandates regional 

councils manage their natural and physical resources sustainably. Regional councils operate with a 

great deal of autonomy, consequently allowing them to manage resources in ways that are suitable 

to their local region. This independence enables regional councils to manage resources in ways 
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defined by their regional context. This allows regional councils to manage resources within their 

ecological capacities and ensure long-term, sustainable use. This regionally defined approach to 

resource management reflects the contextuality of the strong sustainability model, thus providing a 

basis for investigating how strong sustainability can interact with SWNZ. If there is an interplay 

between regional councils and SWNZ, this may be an example of how strong sustainability can 

function in tandem with a one-size-fits-all, neoliberal tool.  

1.6.1 Regional Councils and strongly sustainable resource management.  

In New Zealand, local and regional governments are responsible for the sustainable management of 

natural and physical resources. The restructuring of the New Zealand government during the 1980s 

led to the creation of new ‘regional’ governments charged with the task of managing resources. The 

government reorganizing replaced over 50 environmental statutes and regulations with a single 

piece of legislation, providing an integrated framework for resource management. This new 

legislation was the Resource Management Act of 1991 (RMA). The RMA and the Local Government 

Act 2002 (LGA) are the two main pieces of legislation for resource management and mandate that 

regional councils manage their natural and physical resources sustainably. The RMA is “the most 

devolved system for environmental legislation in the world” with the responsibility for granting 

resource consents distributed around 86 local government entities within 14 regions (Brown and 

Stone, 2007: 717).  

Three main factors contribute to the local appropriateness of regional and local governments: 

ecological boundaries and capacities; governance structure; and consultation processes. Regional 

council boundaries are established on an ecological basis, following watersheds as well as human 

communities of interest (Memon, 1993 in Hayward, 1995: 222). Ecology further defines regional 

resource management in that the LGA’s main objective is to balance socioeconomic interests with 

the buffering capacity of the environment (Fisher and Russell, 2011b: 389). The LGA bolsters local 

authorities’ scope of action. Thus, while regional council plans and policies must be consistent with 
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national policies and standards, regional councils possess a wide latitude of statutory construction 

under the RMA (Burton and Cocklin, 1996: 364). Also, public consultation is mandatory, 

consequently providing the opportunity to use local knowledge to inform policies and solutions. 

Regional council resource management is defined by local appropriateness both physically—by the 

ecological basis of regional councils—and legislatively—in that they have the power and mandate to 

manage resources with those ecological capacities and use local knowledge to doubly ensure 

appropriate and sustainable use.  

This approach to resource management embodies the environmental and social appropriateness of 

strong sustainability. As discussed, strong sustainability argues that sustainable development is 

development that is limited by ecological capacities and defined by social appropriateness. 

Consequently, locality defines strongly sustainable development solutions as solutions must fit 

within specific local ecologies, cultures, and communities. The use of mētis assists in this endeavour, 

as local peoples’ rich knowledge of their environment and community can identify local nuances 

otherwise missed in more standardized assessments. These insights can then be used to formulate 

locally appropriate solutions. Regional councils reflect strong sustainability in that they are defined 

both legislatively and physically by regional ecologies and through public consultation, incorporate 

local insights into policies and plans.  Regional councils provide an opportunity to investigate how 

strong sustainability can interact with neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, and weakly sustainable aspects of 

sustainable winegrowing in New Zealand, potentially providing insight into both the wine industry 

and sustainable development issues.  

A focus on wine producer and regional council water resource management is used to limit the 

scope of this study. The RMA covers water management through a system of water consents. 

Consents are time-bound entitlements to “take” common-pool resources. Farmers get consent to 

extract specified quantities of water for agricultural purposes, for varying durations, with a 

maximum of 35 years but often with 15 years. Consents are not automatically renewed, but priority 
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is given to those who already have/are renewing consents to those waiting in line (Bibbee, 2011). 

Water is given on a first come, first serve approach (Fisher and Russell, 2011b). This system works 

well where water is plentiful, but is less efficient where water allocation limits are being reached 

(Bibbee, 2011). In areas where water is being used for irrigation, this sometimes indicates a change 

in production. Irrigation allows for drought proofing, which allows for the diversification of 

agricultural production. A water consent can allow for the change in the nature of production 

(Bibbee, 2011: 9). Thus, this thesis explores how regional council strongly sustainable water consents 

and management complements or conflicts with potentially neoliberal sustainability management of 

SWNZ certification.  

It is worth noting that the result of Herath, Green, Singh, Horne, van der Zijpp, and Clothier’s study, 

which investigated water use on New Zealand wineries in relation to the New Zealand Sustainability 

Dashboard, indicates that grape growing as a land use, and production as an industry, do not have a 

deleterious impact on depletion of water resources, at least in regards to the two regions of their 

study, Gisborne and Marlborough (Herath et al., 2013). 

1.7 Summary of Literature Review  

Over the past 25 years, sustainable development has failed to effectively address issues of 

environmental degradation, climate change, inequality, and more. In this endeavour, sustainable 

development struggles both politically and practically. It is a political struggle, as developed and 

developing countries along with neoliberal and new economic paradigm advocates fail to reconcile 

their divergent interests and principles. It is a practical struggle as the ecologically localized nature of 

sustainability challenges the universally standardized nature of statecraft.  

However, the New Zealand wine industry’s own sustainability efforts may provide insight into how 

to resolve some of these issues. NZ wine industry achieves sustainability through SWNZ, a 

sustainable quality assurance certification scheme, a tool largely understood to be a mechanism of 

neoliberal governance. In conjunction with this certification schemes are New Zealand regional 
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councils, the NZSD, and the prevalence of wine producer environmental and social values; these 

three aspects reflect grassroots sustainability efforts and strong sustainability principles. Taken 

together, the literature indicates SWNZ and its interplay with regional council resource management 

may be an example of a one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, weak and strong sustainability governance 

dynamic. This research explores if this is the case, and if so, how those dynamics work together to 

allow these characteristics to occur simultaneously.  

To ascertain the nature of these dynamics, a course of interviews with winegrowers were conducted 

in Marlborough and Central Otago winegrowing regions. The following sections summarize how this 

research was undertaken and the results of those interviews.  
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2. Objective and Method 

This research aims to understand if SWNZ and regional councils intersect in their water 

management, and how this interplay informs how to better pursue sustainable development. 

Specifically, the research intends to identify if SWNZ demonstrates characteristics of being top-

down, neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, weakly sustainable and/or strongly sustainable. The interaction 

between SWNZ and regional council water management is used to provide insight into these 

qualities. This aim requires both a macro and micro level analysis, as it seeks to recognise both ‘how 

is this done’ and ‘how is this experienced’— ‘this’ referring to the execution of the SWNZ 

certification and regional water management in regards to New Zealand winegrowing.  

This thesis’ bases its definition of top-down development on Scott’s Seeing Like a State (1998). 

According to Scott, states can impose good practice onto populations in an effort to achieve a cause 

of goal. In order for states to implement these projects, people and environments must be rendered 

into forms intelligible to the state and its officials. These translations—such as maps, statistics, and 

census data—simplify complex existences and act as proxies for reality. These translations code and 

value knowledge in culturally specific ways. Specifically, scientific and technological language is used 

as a reflection of the state’s inclination to use technology to improve the human condition. These 

scientific renderings are too abstract to capture all aspects of local realities of which local people 

often possess rich and practical knowledge. Nevertheless, the state imposes what it views as 

superior, one-size-fits-all, scientific plans onto the ‘ignorant masses’, often without due regard for 

environmental and social contexts. Lele describes this attitude to development as ‘paternalism’ 

(1975). With this paternalist approach, officials act as though they ‘know better’ and possess ‘the 

development solution’, and consequently treat development recipients like children.  Paternalism, 

supervision, control, the translation of complex realities into legible formats, and the application of 

universal solutions are all aspects of top-down governance. However, the core of top-down 

development is power and influence, where officials use their power to influence all aspects of the 
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design and implementation of a project without reference to local practical knowledge or 

environments. Since the 1980s, this approach to statecraft has been defined and shaped by 

neoliberalism, consequently using market means and mechanism to regulate and understand all 

aspects of life (Higgins et al., 2008).  

Paternalistic, top-down development is contrasted with grassroots, participatory approaches. 

Bottom-up development is more than just decentralized development, and again is an issue of 

power. Participatory approaches give development recipients a sense of involvement in planning 

and assessing the project goals. Bottom-up development is designed and implemented by 

stakeholders and actors for whom the scheme is intended. In this regards, aspects of grassroots and 

participatory develop contrast with top-down state-driven projects described by Scott. Rather than 

imposing science-based solutions, participatory development uses local peoples’ practical 

knowledge, demonstrating respect and trust of local skills and intelligence.  

Weak sustainability models depict sustainable development as a win-win-win solution between the 

conflicting yet equally prioritized areas of the environment, society, and economy. This definition of 

sustainability is preferred by ecological modernists, market liberals, and institutionalists. Weak 

sustainability works with status quo development structures and can (arguably) be achieved through 

technological interventions and market mechanisms. Thus, out of the many sustainability definitions, 

weak sustainability most complements neoliberalism. The weak sustainability definition is used in 

most international sustainable development documents (with the Brandt Commission being a 

notable exception). For the purpose of this thesis, weak sustainability is established by equal 

prioritization between environmental, social, and financial criteria. 

Unlike weak sustainability, strong sustainability is contextually defined, as it argues that economic 

and social development cannot exceed the capacities of the environment. Strong sustainability 

complements bio-regionalists and social greens thinking, as well as the arguments expressed in 

Limits to Growth and Small but Beautiful. Strong sustainability maintains that unlimited economic 
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growth is impossible and espouses anti-growth development solutions. Because of the need to work 

within the limits of the environment, strong sustainability seeks to define ecological capacities and 

then design projects to fit within those parameters. The Sustaining Rural Livelihoods Approach (SRL, 

also known as the SLA) demonstrates strong sustainability in action. As argued by Scott, local people 

often possess practical knowledge of their environments and society that is illegible to the 

abstracted information of the state. The SRL uses that local knowledge to design projects that are 

truly suited to purpose for a specific situation. This thesis bases its criteria for strong sustainability as 

attempts to define social and environmental contexts and fit practices within those constraints.  

The typical relationships between these definitions is that top-down development favours one-size-

fits-all, neoliberal and weakly sustainable solutions, whilst grassroots sustainable development 

complements strong sustainability and is often implicitly or explicitly anti-neoliberal. Because of the 

nature of the state, large development institutions tend to prefer technological or market-based 

solutions that can be applied universally through its top-down governance structure. Furthermore, 

large institutions have taken an ambivalent stance on the relationship between trade and the 

environment, at times deferring to the WTO to delineate and regulate the relationships between the 

two. In contrast, bottom-up, strong sustainability, and anti-corporate globalisation movements 

argue the need to work within planetary boundaries and cultural contexts. Proponents of these 

grassroots projects and movements sometimes argue that neoliberalism, and the market-

mechanisms it espouses, can never be sustainable as its productivity is predicated on social and 

environmental exploitation. However, this dichotomy between top-down, weakly sustainable, 

neoliberal and bottom-up, strongly sustainable, anti-neoliberal approaches is a simplification, as 

sometimes NGOs compromise and seek to reform neoliberalism by working with it (Freidberg, 

2007).  

This research is an exploratory study. Although an area of growing research, there is relatively little 

literature on the past and present New Zealand wine industry. Furthermore, SWNZ is a new 
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programme, with its initial foundations being formulated circa 1995. Thus, this research seeks to 

develop a grounded picture of the dynamics between SWNZ, regional councils, and winegrowers. 

Central to this research is clarifying if SWNZ is top-down, neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, weakly or 

strongly sustainable. While providing concrete solutions falls beyond the scope of this study, this 

research aims to establish if future study could feasibly advise sustainable development issues.  

This goal was achieved by undertaking a course of interviews with winegrowers. Trips were made to 

Central Otago and Marlborough in late August and early September, 2015. These two regions were 

selected as they are major winegrowing regions, with Marlborough the largest growing region 

comprising of 67% of the winegrowing hectares, and Otago the third largest with 5% (New Zealand 

Winegrowers, 2017b). Furthermore, Marlborough and Otago embody different aspects of the New 

Zealand wine industry. Current literature characterises the Marlborough growing region as 

dominated by foreign owned companies, by export-orientation, and by industrial agriculture. This 

contrasts with Central Otago, which consists of mostly small to medium sized enterprises and, due to 

its dry climate, engages in less chemically intensive production practices and is consequently more 

‘favourably disposed’ towards organic and other green production practices (Fairweather et al., 

1999: 18).   
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Figure 2.1 Map of New Zealand wine growing region with represented percentages of growing area (Source: New Zealand 
Winegrowers, 2017b) 

A non-random sample of people were interviewed. Potential interviewees were first identified 

through the SWNZ website, then from suggestions from the people interviewed. Interviewees were 

chosen to represent diverse viewpoints in order to provide a balanced account. The purpose was to 

develop an understanding of how different certifications and operation sizes affected perspectives 

and experiences of SWNZ and regional councils.  
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The initial research goal endeavoured to interview ten winegrowers that had been SWNZ certified 

for a minimum of one year. This aim was achieved with a final count of twelve interviews, six from 

each region. While this a small sample size, more interviews were not necessarily required as this 

research is an exploratory rather than a descriptive study. Most of the people interviewed had SWNZ 

certification since its initiation, with 10 interviewees having SWNZ certification for over ten years, 

and two interviewees having enrolled in an alternative certification for over ten years.  Four 

interviewees had certifications supplementary to SWNZ, three having additionally enrolled in BioGro 

and one in CarboNZero. All but two of the interviewees had ten years’ experience or more in the 

New Zealand wine industry.  

The interviews were recorded as audio files and averaged 46 minutes in length. An open-question 

technique was used, with the general line of enquiry following the questions below: 

Top-down 

1. How was your sustainability programme created and implemented? 

2. Who initiated the creation of your sustainability programme? 

Neoliberal  

3. How does certification affect the business? 

4. Does certification influence the marketing of the wine? 

5. Do foreign companies have a role on your vineyard? 

6. Have foreign companies invested in your vineyard? 

7. Does the government have any role in your sustainability auditing? 

One-size-fits-all 

8. Do all vineyards have to meet the same sustainability criteria? 

Weak-sustainability 

9. What types of measurements are included in the auditing? 

10. Are social measures included in the auditing? Economic? 

11. Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance?  

12. Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance to you? 

Local contextualization/strong sustainability 

13. How do you meet the sustainability criteria? 

14. Are the criteria flexible? 
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15. Are the criteria region-specific? 

16. Why did you choose this sustainability programme? 

17. Would you change anything about the programme? 

18. Are there ways the programme could be more sustainable? 

19. What water monitoring tools does your programme use? 

20. What are the pros and cons of the water monitoring criteria for your sustainability 

programme? 

Regional council’s role in locally appropriate resource management 

21. What interactions do you have with the regional council? 

22. How does the regional council influence your practices? 

23. How does water monitoring and management differ between your sustainability programme 

and the regional council? 

24. Does the council ask for feedback? 

25. What are the pros and cons of the council’s water management practices in regards to 

winegrowing? 

Current literature argues that foreign ownership and a focus on export characterise the New Zealand 

wine industry (Overton and Murray, 2014). As these qualities are associated with neoliberal 

agriculture, the people interviewed were given the following questionnaire in order to explore if 

export-orientation and vineyard size affected trends in interviewee responses: 

 Primary growing region 

 Vineyard size by hectare 

 Number of full-time employees 

 Whether their vineyard produced its own wine? 

 If yes, what percent of wine was exported? 

 Percent of the wine sold in domestic market? 

 Main export markets 

 Number of years certified under a sustainable programme: 

 Number of years participant had been involved in the wine industry 

 Number of years participant had been in current primary growing region 

 

Interviewees were classified into size bands based on their vineyard size by hectare. Delineations 

were based on the NZWG vineyard registry, which has six size categories based on hectare (0-5, 
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5.01-10, 10.01-20, 20.01-50, 50.01-100, 100.01+) (New Zealand Winegrowers, 2016a). These six 

categories were simplified into three categories of small, medium and large. Thus, for this study, 

small vineyards are between 0-10 hectares; medium between 10.01-50; and large vineyards 

consisting of 50.01 hectares or more.  

 

An underlying purpose of exploring how to better accomplish sustainable development drives this 

research. Development entails not just the conception of programmes and plans, but also the 

implementation of those programmes and plans. To this end, development is also about how that 

programme is experienced and completed at the grassroots. This research examines SWNZ and 

regional councils because they may demonstrate unique characteristics. Specifically, the interplay 

between the two organisations could provide insight into institutional dynamics that encourage 

sustainable practices in a way that allows for contextual appropriateness, but also work with larger 

political trends at play internationally.  

 

Because development happens at both the macro level (institutions) and the micro level 

(individuals), the interviews are analysed for insights into both institutional processes and how 

winegrowers as individuals interact with and experience those processes in their winegrowing 

practices. This analysis was accomplished by first transcribing the audio recordings. Transcripts then 

underwent a series of examinations. Transcripts were first analysed individually. Then transcripts 

were reviewed by question with responses to each question examined for commonalities and 

outliers. After these initial results were established for the specific interview questions, transcripts 

were assessed for additional patterns. Any commonalities between two or more interviews resulted 

in all interviews being reassessed. Lastly, explanations for why there may be trends in responses 

were sought by searching for commonalities and differences between interviewees and their 

practices.  
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The people interviewed described their own situation and their view of SWNZ and regional council 

water management. From these interviews, it was possible to form preliminary insights into the 

SWNZ questionnaire, regional council water management, and how winegrowers interacted with 

and interpreted these processes. Limitations in both time and funding prevented collecting 

additional data that might corroborate interviews and provide greater certainty of their accounts. 

This research also assumes regional councils are strongly sustainable, as conclusively determining if 

regional council resource management fits within ecological boundaries fell beyond the scope of this 

study. However, interviewees are asked about their experiences with regional councils to see if 

council resource management suits wine producer needs and uses local knowledge to ensure the 

suitability of policies and plans. In this way, this research uses these wine producer experiences as 

proxies to see if regional councils reflect strong sustainability principles in their policies are both 

ecologically and socially suitable. Furthermore, part of the additional information that is required to 

further strengthen these results, particularly in regards to the history and implementation of SWNZ, 

was being researched simultaneously by Dr Katharine Legun and Dr Marion Sautier. Pursuing this 

information would have consequently resulted in research overlap. The sample is also limited to two 

growing regions, and may also be biased as those who are interested in sustainability may be more 

inclined to participate in sustainability based research.  
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3. Results 

Discussed below are the results from the twelve interviews with winegrowers conducted between 

late August and early September, 2015. This summary begins with two reviews. First, based on 

information from interviews, the general situation in the winegrowing industry in regards to SWNZ 

and ongoing developments is summarized to provide context to results. Second, a synopsis of the 

research results is provided. The summaries are followed by an analysis of whether SWNZ is top-

down, neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, weakly and/or strongly sustainable, and if regional councils are 

strongly sustainable. Each of these characteristics is analysed at both the macro and micro level in 

order to understand how sustainable winegrowing is done institutionally and experienced 

individually. Additional trends that emerged in the interviews are also considered when relevant, 

and includes interviewee reports of top-down characteristics in council processes.  

In order to preserve the anonymity of the people interviewed, interviewees are referenced by 

number. Their quotes are referenced by this assigned number, along with their certification, primary 

growing region, and the size band of their vineyard. This information presents additional context to 

their responses.  

3.1 General Summary of Results 

Research results indicate a distinction between the New Zealand Winegrowers (NZWG) board and 

winegrowers, particularly in regards to top-down governance and neoliberalism. While SWNZ’s 

predecessor Integrated Wine Production (IWP) was voluntary, and the current SWNZ programme is 

technically voluntary, the technique used to certify 98% of New Zealand’s winegrowing landscape 

was top-down. NZWG decided that they were going to use certification to promote and expand the 

presence of New Zealand wine in overseas markets, but needed more of the landscape certified than 

the 55% achieved by IWP at the time. Consequently, NZWG made certification compulsory if wine 

producers wanted to participate in NZWG marketing and promotional events. This market-based 
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decision also indicates that NZWG saw that sustainable winegrowing, with certification, could be 

commodified and used as a marketing tool, consequently suggesting that at the macro level, SWNZ 

is a neoliberal project. The neoliberal orientation of the NZWG board contrasts to personal accounts 

from interviewees, who downplayed the importance of certification in marketing their wine, and 

instead emphasized their philosophy and moral motivations in their approach to sustainable 

winegrowing and certification.  

The SWNZ programme appears to be both weakly and strongly sustainable. SWNZ was weakly 

sustainable in that the audit was one-size-fits-all, and environmental, social, and financial criteria are 

equally prioritized. This weakly sustainable character was confirmed by interviewees who described 

SWNZ as triple-bottom line. However, SWNZ both allows and obliges strong sustainability through 

specific questions that require those seeking accreditation to manage their resources in ways 

appropriate to their property. SWNZ also fosters strong sustainability through voluntary questions 

that collect users’ information on input use and then produce individualized reports comparing that 

users’ practices to others in similar contexts. While there are ongoing efforts to improve the 

accuracy of these reports, the reports render sustainability legible to growers so that they can 

improve and better fit their practices to their specific environment.  

SWNZ also facilitates strong sustainability via their regulatory compliance question, which requires 

winegrowers to comply with the Resource Management Act and resource consents. While 

interviewees in Otago described that their regional council’s efforts to establish locally appropriate 

water estimates was undermined by top-down governance and too much adherence to theory, 

overall interviewees in both Otago and Marlborough indicated that regional councils were making 

moves to ensure their water management was sustainable. Thus, by requiring wine producers to 

comply with regional council water management, SWNZ ensures that wine producers’ water 

management fits within the environmental capacities of their region.  
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3.2 SWNZ History and Ongoing Developments 

All interviewees were asked how their relevant sustainability programme was created and 

implemented. With specific regards to SWNZ, only two interviewees knew much about the history of 

SWNZ and its development. The interviewees recounted that in the mid-1990s, IWP was created to 

reduce chemical-use in the wine industry, mainly through the use of cultural interventions.  IWP was 

partially inspired by and based on Integrated Fruit Production (IFP), a programme used by the New 

Zealand stone fruit and apple industry. Intended to be a repository of best practice, IWP is based on 

Dr David Jordan’s research of best practice models overseas. The IWP was voluntary and fifty-five 

percent of the New Zealand winegrowing landscape was initially certified under this scheme 

(Interview 1.2, 1.4).  

Then in the early 2000s, NZWG determined that there was both a strategy and imperative to use an 

environmentally oriented certification programme like IWP to market New Zealand wine overseas. 

Underpinning this understanding was the traction that organic and sustainability certified products 

were gaining in international markets. Furthermore, sustainability certifications like IWP 

complimented both NZWG’s moniker of ‘Riches of a Clean Green Land’ and New Zealand tourism’s 

‘100% Pure New Zealand’. Tactically, NZWG needed more of the industry to have sustainability 

certification in order to make the sustainability certification a powerful marketing tool. The resulting 

programme, SWNZ, is still technically voluntary. However, in order to participate in important wine 

shows and be promoted by New Zealand Wine Growers, wineries and winegrowers needed to be 

certified by SWNZ, BioGro, Asure Quality and/or Demeter. While SWNZ is technically voluntary, the 

importance of these key marketing events lends itself to be interpreted as compulsory. As a result, 

the vineyard area under certification increased from 55% to 96% (at the time of the interviews in 

2015) (Interview 1.4).  
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3.2.1 SWNZ and the OIV: aligning international standards and New Zealand 

winegrowing sustainability certification.  

In order for vineyards to meet the SWNZ criteria for sustainability, a self-assessment, or scorecard, is 

filled out in June after harvest. To fill out the scorecard, winegrowers monitor and record relevant 

information throughout the growing year. Winegrowers then submit this information to WiSE, an 

online dashboard. There are mandatory and voluntary questions. If winegrowers fail to meet the 

mandatory criteria, they then state their corrective actions. An auditor assesses winegrowers after 

their first year of certification and then every three years following.  

According to New Zealand Winegrowers Sustainability Report 2016, SWNZ “is based on continuous 

improvement and adherence to standards and guidelines issued by OIV” (New Zealand Wine, n.d. a). 

The International Organisation of Vine and Wine (OIV) is an intergovernmental organisation that 

drafts standards for vitivinicultural products.  The aims of the organization include harmonising and 

defining international standards for wine products and promoting sustainable vitiviniculture. 

Interview 1.4, who is involved in the SWNZ development process, said the OIV focuses on 

environmental, social, and economic aspects. The interviewee also described the OIV as Eurocentric, 

bureaucratic, and sometimes irrelevant to New Zealand. 

As such, SWNZ contains mandatory questions covering areas of biodiversity, soil, water, air, energy, 

chemicals, by-products, people, and business practices (New Zealand Wine, n.d. b). The OIV forms 

the basis for these mandatory questions. The criteria are one-size-fits-all and are not explicitly region 

specific, although they are broad enough to allow winegrowers to implement the criteria in ways 

that are suitable to their specific growing contexts. Nevertheless, all those seeking SWNZ 

certification receive the same questions and must meet the same criteria.  

With specific regards to water, the SWNZ criteria require water monitoring systems, compliance 

with the Resource Management Act, and the execution of responsible water use. Despite variation 
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of water requirements and issues between regions and vineyards, all those seeking SWNZ 

certification must meet the same water management criteria. These requirements include: 

 The water used on the vineyards is compliant with the Resource Management Act 

 Water application is beneficial for plants and suited to local plants and soil conditions 

 The minimum amount of water is used in order to encourage balanced growth, reduce 

wastage and avoid leaching. 

 Irrigation performance is monitored,  and water use is measured and recorded 

 Frost protection is targeted and limited to only when necessary (New Zealand Wine, n.d. b). 

SWNZ was undergoing changes at the time of the interviews, which many of the interviewees 

discussed. The interviewee most involved in the process (Interview 1.4) mentioned a updating SWNZ 

to match a new draft of the OIV and providing more contextualized reports to winegrowers.  

3.3 Summary of Results by Relevant Characteristic  

Below is the summary of research results based on interviewee responses. The responses were 

analysed to see if SWNZ level is top-down, neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, and weakly sustainable, and if 

SWNZ and regional councils are strongly sustainable. Each characteristic is analysed at both the 

macro and micro level.  

3.3.1 SWNZ, top-down: macro.  

Interviewees were asked how their sustainability programme was created and implemented, and 

who initiated the creation of their sustainability programme. These questions were asked in order to 

ascertain if the SWNZ programme was developed and implemented in a top-down manner, or if its 

origins were grassroots. In this way, this research explored how SWNZ may embody principles and 

aspects of statecraft in its implementation. As discussed above, top-down projects are defined by 

the direction of influence. Rather than stakeholders and grassroots actors managing the 

development process, a group or individual directs the programme’s design and implementation 

often with the justification of promoting some ‘good cause’. Top-down schemes are characterized by 

paternalism, as those imposing the scheme often demonstrate a lack of trust in the knowledge and 
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abilities of those individuals for whom the programme is intended. Information becomes a tool for 

supervision and control, as information about local realities are codified in ways top-down 

management can interpret and then govern.   

As reviewed above in the history of SWNZ, interviewee testimonies suggest that SWNZ was 

implemented in a top-down fashion.  It began as a voluntary initiative to improve the environmental 

impact of New Zealand winegrowing. Then in the early 2000s, the board of NZWG decided to 

leverage environmentally oriented certification to market New Zealand wine overseas. 

Consequently, NZWG made certification a requirement in order to participate in crucial wine shows 

and to receive the benefit of the NZWG marketing. This technically voluntary requirement increased 

the area under certification from 55% to 96%. In other words, the wine producers themselves did 

not act as the main drivers for achieving such a high uptake of certification. Rather, the plan to 

achieve a higher percentage of certification was planned and organized by the NZWG board then 

implemented down to wine producers.  While SWNZ began and is still a technically voluntary 

programme, interviewees stated that the technique used to achieve this increased uptake was done 

in a way that makes SWNZ feel compulsory. Furthermore, NZWG justified the sustainability 

certification requirement by claiming that higher levels of accreditation would be for the good the 

industry’s marketing and market access. Considered together, these aspects suggest that the 

decision to make sustainability certification a requirement in order to receive NZWG marketing 

benefits and participate in wine shows was a top-down scheme implemented by NZWG.  

Interviewees reported that NZWG is attempting to mitigate bad feelings inspired by the top-down 

implementation of SWNZ by using feedback to improve SWNZ. These updates aim to make SWNZ 

useful and valuable to individuals, thus providing individuals incentive to be certified beyond the 

need to participate in NZWG events and marketing.  As interview 1.4 explains: 

“We are held up and revered in the winegrowing world, and not only in wine, but in other 

industries as well with this amazing thing we've been able to achieve. But we recognize that 

there are serious opportunities for improvement, as we are reorganizing ourselves with 
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another push in a structured way rather than the very unstructured way it was done 

before, and push forward with things that add value to our members from a sustainability 

perspective rather than just forcing compliance on them, because that only breeds and 

engenders negativity.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Part of this effort to improve based on industry feedback is through the SWNZ software interface, 

the WiSE Dashboard. Through its voluntary questions, the SWNZ auditing allows users to submit 

additional data and receive reports about how their practices compare to other growers regionally 

and nationally. However, members claim that these reports are not useful as they do not provide 

meaningful, contextualized comparisons. This feedback guides the software upgrades with the 

intention of making what many in the wine industry feel is a compulsory certification requirement 

useful and valuable to its members.   

Additionally, industry members judged past certification programmes on the software programme 

itself (vs the requirements of the audit). The previous software programme, Muddy Boots, was 

difficult to use, as it often required manual intervention and the software suppliers were 

“intractable” (Interview 1.4). As the software functioned as the interface with which users interacted 

with SWNZ, the sustainability programme was judged as an extension of that software. Subsequent 

changes included cleaning up questions, paring back the questionnaire, basing the certification 

criteria on OIV standards, and introducing WiSE online sustainability dashboard. As the software 

interface acts as an important component to how members experience SWNZ auditing, updates to 

the software aim to improve the programme and also offset negative reactions to ‘compulsory’ 

certification. Interview 1.4 explains: 

Now we are doing a lot to sell the benefits of the sustainability programme back into the 

winegrowers to stop the b****ing and moaning that's happening in the background because 

of the legacy changes that have been forced on them by the Winegrowers board.” (Interview 

1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Five of the twelve interviewees felt that the SWNZ programme was improving based on feedback. In 

particular, interviewees felt that SWNZ was providing better comparisons through updates to their 
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voluntary questions, as well as being less strict and more practicable to a range of vineyards and 

environments (Interviews 1.4, 1.6, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4). 

“If SWNZ keeps going the way it's going, it's getting better. […] [we’re] hearing back from 

them with relevant and timely information and also [they’re] realising that you can't be 

super prescriptive, that you just have to take on board that it's agriculture and things 

change. […] They’re better than they were. They were regimented, but now they realize that 

vineyards are agriculture so every year is different so can't really have a structured plan for 

the vineyards. Even in Marlborough, it all looks the same, but the soils are very different and 

things have to be treated differently. I think they've had a lot of feedback and I think they're 

starting to take that on board and mean that it's a little bit more fluid than it has been.” 

(Interview 2.2, BioGro and SWNZ, Marlborough, large, foreign owned) 

To summarise, the first incantation of SWNZ in the 1990s, IWP, began as a voluntary programme to 

help winegrowers reduce their environmental impact. Then in the early 2000s, NZWG board decided 

there was a marketing and strategic imperative to use sustainability certification in overseas 

markets, but concluded that more of the New Zealand wine industry needed sustainability 

accreditation. While the SWNZ programme is technically voluntary, wine producers have to have 

SWNZ, ISO 14001, or organic or biodynamic certification in order to participate in important 

marketing events or be promoted by NZWG. These events and marketing efforts are often too 

crucial for wine producers to opt out of certification. Thus, the wider implementation of the SWNZ 

programme appears to be top-down, with the NZWG board requiring sustainability certification with 

the justification of promoting and encouraging the expansion of New Zealand wine in overseas 

markets.  

NZWG is now trying to offset the negativity caused by this top-down implementation by using 

feedback to make the SWNZ programme beneficial to individual winegrowers [rather than just the 

New Zealand wine industry as a whole, as it arguably does now. See SWNZ neoliberal: micro—how 

certification affects business (Overseas marketing) below]. These updates include a better software 

interface, a parred back questionnaire, and more contextualised and timely reports. Thus, while 
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aspects of the SWNZ programme are not top-down (including the initial voluntary IWP programme 

and the current application of feedback), the broader implementation that led to 96% of the New 

Zealand winegrowing landscape having sustainability certification was top-down and was justified by 

NZWG as necessary in order to preserve and promote industry presence in international markets. 

3.3.2 SWNZ, top-down: micro. 

While no specific question were asked regarding whether SWNZ was top-down at the micro level, 

throughout the interviews, interviewees expressed that SWNZ felt compulsory even though it was 

technically voluntary (see Table 3-1). In order to participate in major wine shows and receive NZWG 

marketing benefits, vineyards and wineries must have SWNZ, ISO 14001, organic or biodynamic 

certification. Interviewee accounts suggest SWNZ is top-down at the micro level, as participation in 

certification is not something wine producers themselves initiated, but instead pressed upon them 

by the NZWG board.  

Table 3-1 Interviewee Comments regarding whether SWNZ is Compulsory 

Interview number Comments on whether SWNZ feels/is compulsory 

1.1 Didn’t say that SWNZ felt/was compulsory 

1.2 Not involved with SWNZ. 

1.3 Compulsory 

1.4 Compulsory 

1.5 Compulsory 

1.6 “Feels like an obligation.” Did SWNZ because agreed with philosophy and 

was going to become mandatory.  

2.1 Compulsory 

2.2 Compulsory 

2.3 Compulsory. Does it because participating in shows important 

2.4 Compulsory 

2.5 Said SWNZ compulsory, but does alternative certification. 

2.6  Compulsory 
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Despite the certification feeling compulsory, interviewees reported that some winegrowers choose 

not to participate in SWNZ or any certification. Interview 2.5 explained in response to being asked 

‘Do all vineyards have to meet the same sustainability criteria?’:  

“Have to, no. There is a small percentage that don't in Marlborough. The reason for being 

part of SWNZ is to be promoted by New Zealand Wine. Certain companies in Marlborough 

grow grapes in bulk and then export to an American label, and they don't require any 

certification. They're not marketing through New Zealand Wine, so they don't care.” 

(Interview 2.5, BioGro, Marlborough, large) 

In addition to feeling compulsory, some interviewees mentioned that SWNZ came across as 

paternal. As explored in the literature review, top-down programmes can reflect similar relationship 

dynamics between that of a parent and ‘children who don’t know what is best for them.’ This 

dynamic results in a programme that is controlling of individuals due to lack of trust in the 

knowledge, skills, and honesty of individuals at the receiving-end of programmes (Lele, 1975). As a 

result, individuals are required to complete tasks that are irrelevant or unsuitable to their needs and 

goals in order to prove their competence. Similarly, although not to such an extreme degree, some 

interviewees felt that the SWNZ programme sometimes asked unnecessary, unimportant, and 

overly-detailed questions.  

“A lot of what SWNZ asks is formative assessment. They are trying to get people to think 

about what they should be doing, so they ask a whole lot of questions to which you know 

when you put things in that nobody else is actually going to read what you've done. And 

sometimes you feel like you're being treated like you're rather childish [...].” (Interview 1.1, 

SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

Furthermore, when asked if the SWNZ criteria of evaluation were of equal importance, two 

interviewees expressed that SWNZ was asking questions that “do not matter” (Interview 2.3). 

Interviewees commented that the questionnaire’s pedantry came across as controlling and 

condescending. However, it should be noted that while Interviews 2.3 and 1.1 criticized SWNZ for its 

‘parental’ elements, both interviewees did not think SWNZ was a bad programme. 
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The lack of dialogue between SWNZ officials, auditors and users perhaps contributes to this feeling 

of paternalism. However, interviewees reported that communications with SWNZ were compliance-

oriented, focusing mainly on participants meeting SWNZ requirements. Some interviewees 

expressed they could give NZWG feedback about SWNZ through email or seeing them at shows 

(Interviews 2.3, 2.6). However, out of the interviewees with alternative certification, all but two 

expressed they had better dialogue with the officials of their alternative certification scheme. The 

SWNZ programme lacked the dialogue between producers, auditors, and programme officials that 

was available with other certification programmes, such as BioGro and Demeter. It should be noted 

that while two interviewees with alternative certification did not specifically mention having better 

dialogue with their programmes, they spoke very highly of them and were critical of SWNZ 

(Interviews 1.3, 2.5). 

Interviewees repeatedly noted that while alternative certification standards were more rigorous, 

communications were more positive and concentrated on progress.  While still concerned with 

compliance, organic and biodynamic auditors also discussed with growers their goals and ways to 

improve their practices. This focus on progress affected interactions between BioGro auditors and 

winegrowers, as interviewees describes communications as “casual chats” (Interview 2.3) and about 

how to improve and achieve grower goals. Interviewees contrasted the BioGro assessment with 

SWNZ, stating that by comparison, SWNZ did not provide recommendations for improvement. 

Instead, SWNZ was more formative and compliance-focused, with auditors focusing less on 

winegrower goals and more on completion of tasks and audit criteria. As Interview 2.3 described: 

“BioGro understands that we have the same philosophy as them. […] [They] try to utilize 

what you've got and much as you can. SWNZ want to know what you use and why. BioGro 

treats you more like adults, where SWNZ you're more like a teenager.” (Interview 2.3, 

SWNZ and some BioGro, Marlborough, large) 

These insights suggest that SWNZ is not only top-down at the macro level, but also the micro level. 

Most of the interviewees expressed that SWNZ felt or was in essence compulsory. Interviewees also 
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voiced that SWNZ lacked dialogue and came across as parental and compliance-oriented, a dynamic 

that is characteristic of top-down programmes. However, the NZWG board recognizes this feeling 

within the wine industry and is consequently receiving feedback in order to give the SWNZ 

programme value to its users. To this end, NZWG aims to offset the negativity caused by top-down 

directive compelling winegrowers to participate in sustainability certification (Interview 1.4).  

3.3.3 SWNZ, neoliberal: macro. 

One interviewee provided evidence about whether or not SWNZ is neoliberal at a macro level.  

However, the interviewee was well positioned within the wine industry and its development process 

to have insight into the political dynamics within SWNZ.  

According to the interviewee’s account, NZWG saw an opportunity in marketing New Zealand wine 

as environmentally responsible and using it to preserve and expand its overseas market access.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

NZWG were already using ‘Riches of a Clean Green Land’ as a marketing slogan, which 

complemented the New Zealand tourism’s ‘100% Pure New Zealand’ programme that was being 

promoted at the same time. Furthermore, 55% of the New Zealand winegrowing landscape was 

already certified under the IWP programme, a scheme that aimed to reduce agrichemical use via 

cultural interventions. Due to trends in overseas markets, NZWG decided to build on the IWP 

programme by creating and requiring a sustainability certification. Consequently, they created the 

SWNZ certification and required SWNZ, organic, ISO 14001, or biodynamic certification if wine 

producers wished to participate in in NZWG events and marketing.  

Furthermore, the interviewee elaborated and said SWNZ is designed to complement the OIV as the 

OIV it is the most widely accepted standard across international markets.  

“We recognize that the […] approach that's been undertaken with OIV standard is the 

minimum. It's the minimum we can do to comply with that international standard. The 

reason that it was chosen was that it was the best and most widely acceptable standard. The 

best—not the most all-encompassing, not the-be-all-end-all of standards—but it's the most 

widely and internationally accepted. It was a baseline that we needed to take our members 
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back to reduce the compliance load. It was an internationally acceptable platform for 

building up. We can do EuroGAP; we do could BRC; we could do Waitrose; Tesco's; we could 

do Sainsbury's; we could do Walmart--they've all got their d*** standards, but the baseline 

underneath that probably more acceptable on an international level is the OIV standard. OIV 

is the baseline, and what we've decided as an industry [...] we are going to lift the whole 

industry together rather than recognizing the champions of sustainability.” (Interview 1.4, 

SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

While only one interviewee had specific insights into the history and recent developments within 

SWNZ, all interviewees reported that the New Zealand Government did not have a role in the actual 

SWNZ auditing.  

The combined evidence of NZWG 1) fulfilling a regulatory role largely in the absence of government; 

2) using SWNZ as a tool for market access; and 3) aligning SWNZ with OIV standards to maximise 

market access characterises SWNZ as neoliberal at the macro level. As discussed above, 

neoliberalism’s main mode of interaction is via the market. This definition of neoliberalism indicates 

SWNZ is neoliberal, as the regulation of sustainable winegrowing in New Zealand operates mainly via 

the market and for market-based reasons. NZWG, a private institution, regulates sustainable 

winegrowing practices to preserve and promote the industry’s overseas market access. SWNZ’s 

alignment with OIV standards confirms this position. The OIV’s greater universality makes wine 

producers’ sustainability practices more standardized, compatible, and legible to a greater number 

of markets, thus making SWNZ the most effective tool for market access. Furthermore, certifying 

wine producers’ sustainability practice as a means of gaining market access commodifies that 

sustainability, rendering into something of economic value. Thus, rather than more value-based 

reasons, NZWG constructs sustainability practices to be compatible and legible to broader markets 

and uses sustainability certification as a market-based tool for market-based ends.  

However, more research into why the NZWG decided “to lift the whole industry together rather than 

recognizing the champions of sustainability” would provide deeper insight into their motivations. It 

is likely that the NZWG decision to “lift the whole industry” is linked to the strategy to certify as 
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much of the New Zealand winegrowing landscape as possible (Interview 1.4), as both endeavours 

improve New Zealand’s competitive position in relation to other wine producing countries and 

protect against scandal. The New Zealand wine industry is small compared to other wine producing 

countries, producing of only 0.81% of world’s total wine in 2015 (Wine Institute, 2015). In light of 

New Zealand’s less than prominent position as a wine producer, arguably the most effective strategy 

is to promote the entirety of the New Zealand wine industry with a single, powerful story rather than 

trying to celebrate a few large sustainable producers. However, marketing the whole industry as 

‘clean and green’ means that one ‘dirty’ producer can undermine the entirety of the marketing 

claim, exposing the whole industry to scrutiny. By certifying the majority of the New Zealand wine 

industry with accreditation, NZWG exceeds government requirements reduces the risk of scandal 

that would threaten access to high value markets.  

However, there are still a variety of possible incentives for the NZWG board to want to ‘lift’ the 

entire New Zealand wine industry. Whether they were driven by the idea that lifting the entire New 

Zealand wine industry would be a more powerful marketing tool than just a few good wine 

producers; or if lifting the entire industry would have a more effective positive impact on the 

environment; or if it would help ensure against food scandals that might damage the reputation of 

the whole New Zealand wine industry—any of these explanations would depict the NZWG board in a 

different light. While current evidence suggests that the NZWG board is neoliberal, a deeper 

understanding into what was and is driving the NZWG board’s decisions would help support or 

negate whether those reasons are underpinned by neoliberal motivations. 

3.3.4 SWNZ neoliberal: micro.  

In order to explore if winegrowers used SWNZ for neoliberal reasons, interviewees were asked the 

following questions: 

 How does certification affect the business? 

 Does it influence the marketing of the wine? 

 Do foreign companies have a role on your vineyard? 
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 Have foreign companies invested in your vineyard? 

 

The first two questions aimed to explore how interviewees understood sustainable accreditation in 

relation to their finances and marketing. At the heart of these questions was the query of whether 

interviewees framed their sustainability accreditation as a marketing tool, or if certification was 

pursued for other non-financial, nonmarket-based reasons. Potentially, interviewees could pursue 

their sustainability certification because they understood their sustainable growing practices as a 

commodity that, with accreditation, would result in financial returns or greater market access.  If 

interviewee responses confirmed this market and finance-based understanding of their sustainability 

certification, this would lend the SWNZ programme to be understood as a way of translating 

sustainability into a market mode that complements neoliberal hegemony.    

 

The interviewees were also asked if their vineyards or wineries were foreign owned or received 

investment from overseas companies. Howland, Overton and Murray, and Stewart (Howland, 2014; 

Overton and Murray 2014; Stewart 2010) portray the New Zealand wine industry as dominated by 

large, shareholder-led transnational producers who use industrial agricultural production practices, 

as 70% of the wine produced in New Zealand is owned by large foreign companies such as 

Constellation and Pernod Ricard. (Overton and Murray, 2014) Despite the strong presence of foreign 

ownership, the industry consists mainly of small to medium sized enterprises. (New Zealand 

Winegrowers, 2017; Overton and Murray 2014) Interviewees were consequently asked about the 

role of foreign companies in their winegrowing and wineries to explore if foreign companies and 

foreign investment played a role in their interactions and understanding of SWNZ or their 

certifications.   
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3.3.5 SWNZ neoliberal: micro—how certification affects business (wine competitions). 

The most common response to how SWNZ affected interviewees’ business was through wine 

competitions (Interviews 1.1, 1.3, 1.5, 1.6, 2.3). Because quality is important in promoting and selling 

wine (for those growers who are not in mass production), participating in the main wine 

competitions is a crucial part of showcasing and proving wine quality. SWNZ certification is 

compulsory if wineries want to participate in important wine competitions. Thus, choosing to comply 

or abstain from SWNZ certification means choosing to participate or refrain from those events that 

are key to a successful business. Wine producers feel to participate in SWNZ in order to market their 

wine; however, they do not use SWNZ as a marketing tool.  Thus, while part of the interviewees’ 

motivation for participating in SWNZ is so they can promote and market their wine via wine shows, it 

is unclear if it this can be interpreted as neoliberal.   

3.3.6 SWNZ neoliberal: micro—how certification affects business (overseas 

marketing).  

As some of the interviewees pointed out, SWNZ certification is mainly an advantage for marketing 

overseas. Because almost the whole New Zealand wine industry is certified SWNZ or organic, SWNZ 

certification only helps to differentiate between New Zealand and other winegrowing countries and 

not between individual winegrowers (Flint and Golicic, 2009). Thus, at such a large scale, certification 

reduces rather than enhances individual differentiation.  As one interviewee responded when asked 

“Does certification influence the marketing of your wine?”: 

“We don't lead with sustainability; we lead with our stories. But the backstory is that we are 

100% certified. There is not much of a competitive advantage when 96% of your domestic 

market is sustainably accredited. It's more of an advantage when you're competing against 

the brands in other countries. Californians-13%, South Africans very low, Chileans... there's a 

lot of people who are trying this, but no one has had that penetration that we've had here in 

New Zealand and it is a significant competitive advantage. I don't think we're very good at 

leveraging that, but from a marketing perspective, it's a great story.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, 

Central Otago, large) 
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Because of the homogenous grouping within the SWNZ certification, there is no differentiation 

between those that work hard to minimize their environmental impact those who did the minimum 

to achieve the SWNZ certification. Thus, to highlight their environmentally friendly efforts and to 

distinguish themselves from other growers who are certified by SWNZ but are “doing bad practices” 

(Interview 2.5, BioGro, Marlborough, large), some winegrowers skip SWNZ and enrol in other stricter 

certifications, such as BioGro or Demeter.  

While having the majority of the New Zealand wine industry sustainably certified is meant to 

differentiate it from other winegrowing countries, some interviewees (1.4, 2.2, 2.3) were sceptical 

about how much benefit came from this overseas marketing. This incredulity was partly based on 

the belief that SWNZ’s meaning and distinction was lost amongst the many different accreditations 

already in the market. This scepticism about SWNZ’s marketing benefits is perhaps a reflection of 

broader incredulity towards the financial benefits of certifications in general, as interviewees were 

also sceptical of claims that additional certifications such as BioGro and CarboNZero brought greater 

financial returns (Interviews 1.5, 2.2, 2.3, 2.6).  

However, one interviewee reported individually benefiting from SWNZ, although perhaps uniquely. 

NZWG organises international wine writers to tour New Zealand vineyards and wineries and view 

their sustainable practices. Interview 1.6 sometimes participates in these tours as a hosting vineyard, 

and reported their events provided the opportunity to tell their story. As a result, the interviewee 

had received positive feedback on radio shows, prominent wine blogs, and from the touring wine 

writers themselves.  

“The promotion is nice, but it's nice to get the recognition that we're doing something right 

and that they enjoy. We wouldn't have got that exposure without sustainability.” (Interview 

1.6, SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

Interviewees claimed that because the majority of the industry is SWNZ certified there is little 

individual benefit from the certification. The main point of such a high uptake of sustainability 

certification is to differentiate New Zealand from other wine producing countries. However, 
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interviewees were sceptical of how much this differentiation benefitted them individually or as an 

industry. While some interviewees took up additional and alternative certifications to distinguish 

themselves from certified but less sustainably oriented producers, interviewees did not enrol in 

certification for market access of marketing reasons. Thus, the interviewees’ overall lack of 

marketing motivations in regards to sustainability certification indicates SWNZ is not neoliberal at 

the micro level.  

3.3.7 SWNZ neoliberal: micro—how certification affects business (foreign owned, 

foreign investment). 

There is a strong presence in the New Zealand wine industry of large, transnational, shareholder-led 

companies that largely employ industrial agricultural practices to produce 70% of New Zealand’s 

wine (Howland, 2014; Overton and Murray, 2014; Stewart, 2010). In light of this aspect, 

interviewees associated with foreign ownership were analysed to see if their use of sustainability 

certification differed from those interviewees with other ownership models.  Four interviewees were 

associated with foreign ownership. Two interviewees managed vineyards that were owned by 

foreign companies, and two interviewees managed vineyards owned by foreign individuals who 

were either living or had lived in New Zealand. All four interviewees were in Marlborough. When 

asked about how certification affected their business and marketing, all four interviews did not 

present any outliers and all four stated that certification did not significantly affect their marketing. 

Interviewee responses were also analysed by their export orientation. No significant patterns were 

found. Responses from interviewees associated with foreign ownership are summarized in Table 3-2. 

Interviewee responses by export orientation are summarized in Table 3-3.  
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Table 3-2 Summary of Responses to “How does certification affect the business?” from Interviewees associated with Foreign 
Ownership 

 

Table 3-3 Summary of Responses to “How does certification affect the business?” by Export Percentage. 

Interview Size Percentage of 
wine exported 

Primary export 
markets 

Response 

1.1 Small Less than 10% Asia Wine competitions 

1.2 Medium 70% Asia, Australia, 
EU 

Does not affect business 

1.3 Medium 50% Australia, UK, 
US 

SWNZ-competitions 
BioGro-wine quality over 
philosophy, but has helped with 
access to Swedish market 

1.4 Large 45% Australia, UK, 
US 

Does not affect business. 
Everyone certified so no 
individual differentiation. 

1.5 Small 60% Asia, Australia, 
EU, UK 

Does not affect business 

1.6 Small 0% n/a Mainly wine competitions. 
Negative effect if not certified; 
noticed by absence. 

2.1 Small n/a n/a Grape grower. Only does SWNZ 
to sell grapes to SWNZ certified 
wineries. No to SWNZ affecting 
marketing. 

2.2 Large 80% Asia, EU, UK, 
US 

No benefits for marketing with 
SWNZ or BioGro. Does organics 
for philosophy not marketing 

2.3 Large 70% Asia, Australia, 
UK, US 

Wine competitions. Sets good 
practice benchmark for industry. 

2.4  Large Didn’t supply 
information 

Didn’t supply 
information 

Does not use SWNZ logo. Does 
SWNZ certification for values and 
good for industry. 

Interview Certification Size Relation to 
foreign 
ownership 

Response 

2.1 SWNZ Small Owned/invested 
in by foreign 
individual 

Only does SWNZ to sell grapes to 
SWNZ certified wineries. No to SWNZ 
affecting marketing. 

2.2 BioGro, 
SWNZ 

Large Owned by 
foreign 
company 

No benefits for marketing with SWNZ 
or BioGro. Does organics for 
philosophy not marketing. 

2.4 SWNZ Large Owned by 
foreign 
company 

Does not use SWNZ logo. Does SWNZ 
certification for values and good for 
industry. 
 

2.5 BioGro Large Owned/invested 
in by foreign 
individual 

Very passionate about organics. No 
to BioGro affecting marketing. 
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2.5 Large 80-90% Australia, UK, 
US 

Very passionate about organics. 
No to BioGro affecting marketing. 

2.6  Large 85% Australia, UK, 
US 

CarboNZero does not affect 
business. 

 

3.3.7.1 The role of philosophy in certification.  

One theme that emerged in the interviews was the role of philosophy in winegrowing. Based on 

interviewee responses, in this instance philosophy means an organized set of principles for growing. 

Some interviews communicated that their growing practices were more motivated by philosophy 

than marketing. Similarly, when interviewees were asked why they chose their certification 

programme, interviewees were motivated either by philosophy or because they felt other 

programmes were philosophically dogmatic.  

While the role of philosophy came up at different points in each interview, interviewees often 

discussed it when asked whether their certification affected their marketing and why they chose 

their particular certification programme. These two questions were originally asked to assess 

interviewee motivations for their sustainability practices, specifically if they enrolled in their 

certification to commodify their sustainability practices. In this regard, the motivation to be 

environmentally friendly would go beyond the business realities of agriculture and incorporate 

themes of translating sustainable practices into a market mechanism.  If the interviewees were 

motivated in such a way—that is, their sustainability practices were understood and used as a mode 

of interacting with the market—their responses would lend themselves to be classified as neoliberal.  

No questions specifically relating to philosophy were asked, nor was philosophy mentioned in the 

consent forms interviewees were required to sign. Therefore, it is interesting that the majority of the 

interviews discussed the philosophy of their winegrowing practices. Furthermore, the pervasive 

spontaneity with which interviewees discussed their growing philosophies suggests that their 

approaches to winegrowing –including their sustainable practices—are underpinned more by 
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philosophical than marketing considerations. The table below summarizes interviewee comments 

regarding their growing philosophies.  

Interviewees were also clearly aware of other growing philosophies. Interviewees discussed their 

own beliefs and values as well as why they disagreed with other approaches. Despite disagreements, 

interviewees noted that it would be authoritarian to dictate other winegrowers’ practices for 

philosophical reasons, as each winegrower has different philosophical approaches and 

environmental requirements. 
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Table 3-4 Interviewee Comments on their Growing Philosophy 

Interview 
number 

Certification Location Vineyard 
size 

Comments on philosophy 

1.1 SWNZ Central Otago Small Likes SWNZ because it is scientific. 
Organics too ideological, philosophically 
inconsistent. 

1.2 Demeter Central Otago Medium Interviewee was very philosophically 
driven, but term ‘philosophy’ not 
specifically mentioned 

1.3  BioGro, 
SWNZ 

Central Otago Medium Interviewee’s philosophy that some 
biodynamic practices are needed to 
make organics work properly. 

1.4  SWNZ Central Otago Large Grows organically for quality and better 
for environment, but does not do 
organic certification because quality 
over philosophy. 

1.5 SWNZ Central Otago Small SWNZ compulsory, but has organic 
philosophy. Doesn’t see point in organic 
certification. 

1.6  SWNZ Central Otago Small SWNZ best aligns with their philosophy. 

2.1  SWNZ Marlborough Small Not philosophically motivated. Only 
does SWNZ to sell grapes to SWNZ 
wineries. 

2.2 SWNZ, 
BioGro 

Marlborough Large BioGro because philosophy. Not 
worried about yields. Use less synthetics 
and chemicals. Be less dependent on 
outside inputs. 

2.3  SWNZ, 
BioGro 

Marlborough Large BioGro for philosophy. Less herbicides; 
better for environment. 

2.4 SWNZ Marlborough Large Philosophy not specifically mentioned, 
but does SWNZ for values and good for 
industry. 

2.5  BioGro Marlborough Large BioGro for philosophy. Future-proofing 
business and better for environment. 

2.6  CarboNZero, 
SWNZ 

Marlborough Large Philosophy not mentioned 

 

While each interviewee’s comments regarding philosophy were unique, three main themes 

emerged. The first theme is that interviewees did organic or biodynamic practices because it was the 

right thing to do or for other philosophical reasons (Interviews 1.2, 1.3, 1.5, 2.2, 2.3, 2.5).  For 

example, when asked if SWNZ certification affected their marketing, Interview 1.5 responded:  

“No. To be involved with anything, New Zealand Winegrowers do, they force you to do it. 

You don't have a choice. Our philosophy is essentially an organic philosophy, but we're not 

quite there yet. I won't bother going down and having that certified, because I don't see the 
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point. You do what you do, and having someone looking over your shoulder all the time 

doesn't actually cause you to do anything differently. And as far as marketing goes, I don't 

think it makes any difference. I do organics because it's the right thing to do.” (Interview 1.5, 

SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

The second theme is almost in antithesis to the first theme, in that interviewees did not like organics 

and biodynamics because it was too ideological and dogmatic in its growing practices (Interviews 

1.1, 1.4, 1.6).  

 [Why did you choose this sustainability programme?] “It was the best option for us—

organic was too hard, and biodynamic was never going to be an option for us. SWNZ would 

add to us without taking anything away—so value add as well.  We looked at organics, and 

some these things like weed control were too hard. Organics works for established 

vineyards. Biodynamics, is largely hocus pocus. […] Taking a cow's horn and some manure 

and burying it your vineyard—biodynamics has a lot of unjustifiable practices. We really like 

organics. There are a lot organics things that they have that we also do, and clearly the less 

impact you have with manufactured chemicals the better. The whole chemicals thing gets 

me angry because 'you shouldn't put chemicals on your vineyard'. But organic farmers do, 

because sulphur is a chemical, water is a chemical. It's this hatred of chemicals. It's a 

philosophy. People are doing it not about good practice or producing good wine, protecting 

the landscape or feeding people. It's very much a philosophy and a way of life decision. It's 

not about improving the product in the end. And I'm alright with that, but I think people 

need to be open to that. […] 

“ […] [The] programme before SWNZ was quite strict. They came around and said had to be 

much more practical on a range of vineyards and environments and things like that. We liked 

previous programme and the philosophy, but because of timing and workload didn't pursue 

it. So when SWNZ came along, we thought, ‘We can get accredited,’ and it was going to 

become mandatory. So we were happy with that.” (Interview 1.6, SWNZ, Central Otago, 

small) 

The third theme is that interviewees did organic practices, but did not seek certification, although 

the reasons for not seeking certification differed (Interviews 1.4, 1.5). 
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Philosophical rather than marketing considerations underpin interviewees’ ‘green’ practices. 

Interviewees chose their certification not because of potential marketing or economic benefits, but 

because a certification best aligned with their growing philosophy. The philosophical basis for 

certification selection contrasts with a potentially neoliberal position. Because neoliberal’s main 

mode of interaction is the market, commodification, marketization, and financialization often result 

and encourage financial and profit-oriented motivations. This financial orientation distinctly 

contrasts with the emphasis interviewee’s placed on philosophical approaches, suggesting 

interviewees are not enrolled in sustainability certification for neoliberal reasons.  

3.3.7.2 Future-focused.  

Six of the interviews expressed a focus on the future (Interviews 1.1, 1.4, 1.6, 2.2, 2.5, 2.6). This 

future-focused theme had two main categories—moral and business. The future-focused moral 

theme emphasises caring for the land in order to preserve it for future generations (1.1, 1.4, 2.5, 

2.6). The future-focused business theme includes preparing the business for future situations and 

thinking about investment within longer timeframes to both save money and lessen environmental 

impacts (1.4, 1.6, 2.5). One risk with market-oriented management is the potential sacrifice of long-

term environmental integrity for short-term market benefits. Neoliberalism exasperates this effect 

by framing all modes of interaction in terms of the market. In this regard, profit and financial gains 

are primary goals, often to the detriment of environmental wellbeing. Interviewee responses 

contrasted with this typical neoliberal, short-term, finance-oriented view, instead taking a long-term 

perspective that at times blended moral and business considerations with their approach to 

winegrowing.  

The timespans considered by interviewees varied. Some interviewees seemed to consider the effects 

of their decisions and growing practices in terms of decades; however, two interviewees were 

considering their growing practices in terms of centuries and millenniums.   
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The six interviews mentioned their focus on the future randomly throughout interviews. The moral 

and business themes were not always considered separately, with some interviewees expressing 

both themes (Interviews 1.4, 2.5, 2.6). Interviewees 2.5 and 1.4 considered focusing on the business 

and the future of the land as complementary goals. Interview 1.4 used organic practices to both aid 

wine quality and leave the environment in better condition. Interview 2.5 considered their growing 

practices and business plan in terms of generations. Specifically, interview 2.5’s decision to go 

organic was a way of future-proofing against increasing chemical-resistant pests and diseases and 

preserving the land for future generations. Interview 2.5 also stated that becoming organic was a 

way of positioning their business within the market to prepare for New Zealand as a potential high-

end, niche food provider in an increasingly industrialised food system. As Interview 2.5 explained:  

 “ […] While there are new chemicals being produced, they are becoming resistant very, very 

quickly. By farming organically, we have future-proofed them coming to us and saying we 

cannot help you anymore. For us that is a massive part of it, going okay, we're going to be on 

this land a lot longer, generations are going to be here a lot longer. With the advent of 

genetic modifications and all those other things that are coming out through different 

channels throughout the world, I believe New Zealand is in a very good spot at the moment 

to establish itself as a high-end, niche provider. We don't have the ability or the land area to 

feed the world. But there are always the rich that want to be fed well—why can't that be 

New Zealand?” (Interview 2.5, BioGro, Marlborough, large) 

In contrast to Interviews 1.4 and 2.5, Interview 2.6 expressed a tension between the requirements of 

running a business and making the land better for future generations. Interview 2.6 commented that 

nurturing the land and improving it for future generations, while a priority for them, conflicted with 

the commercial reality of managing vineyards and needing to increase yields. The interviewee 

believed that achieving both goals required finding balance between the two conflicting aims.  

While no conclusive evidence was drawn from these interviews, considering plans in long-term time 

frames could be related to growing awareness of the effects of productivist agriculture. 
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Understanding the effects of chemical-intensive agriculture seems to be growing in the New Zealand 

wine industry. Interview 1.1 offered an example: 

 

“New Zealand Organics have run a programme for the last three years where they tried to 

find some vineyards who would volunteer to be models from conventional to organic and do 

an economic survey as they were doing that. The [big industrial] Marlborough one just didn't 

work, because it has been very, very heavily sprayed and mechanized for 20 years and the 

ground was just so compacted and rock hard that when they started to do organic practices, 

basically the vines started to die. [...] It was in such bad condition. The big company doing it 

was taking this very much as good advice. They're just as upset about it as anybody else and 

to realize how bad things had got.” (Interview 1.1, SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

 

Having a greater awareness of the impacts of growing practices on the environment is innately 

future-focused. An increased understanding of how growing practices leave lasting impacts on the 

environment could lead growers to consider the longer term consequences of growing practices.  

 

Furthermore, the interviewees’ future-focus was related to both business and environmental 

impact. As agriculturalists, winegrowers rely on the environment for their business. If their current 

growing practices are leading to a dead and unproductive landscape, then so also ends their 

commercial endeavours.  This environmental awareness could also be related to the movement in 

the New Zealand wine industry towards high quality wine (as opposed to the largely low-quality 

wine that characterized production historically). The quality of the wine is essentially linked to the 

quality of the soils, perhaps more than most agricultural products. Thus, an understanding that 

productivist practices result in low-quality wine and, eventually, a sterile environment could lead 

winegrowers that are seeking to make good business decisions to consider both the short and long-

term impact of their growing practices on the environment.  
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Whether or not these certifications are leading winegrowers to consider their decision-making with 

a longer term view, the certifications do seem to be resulting in practices with less environmental 

impact. 

 

“There is a lot of people that are critical of the programme [SWNZ], but if you actually look 

at the successes of the programme, […] the level of chemical usage has dramatically fallen 

within the New Zealand wine industry—dramatically fallen—and that's largely as a result of 

the work that SWNZ has done. People forget how bad we were and the steps that we've 

made in recent history; in the last 20 years, there has been vast level of improvement. But 

we have a long way to go. We are held up and revered in the winegrowing world, and not 

only in wine, but in other industries as well with this amazing thing we've been able to 

achieve.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

 

Even though interviewees’ future-focus related to business concerns, their position still contrasts 

with short-term, market-oriented thinking that often best fits with neoliberal hegemony. Moral 

imperatives also conflict with neoliberal approaches that define motivations via market 

perspectives. Thus, interviewees’ future-focus further supports that SWNZ is not neoliberal at the 

micro level.  

3.3.7.3 Did interviewees choose programmes for neoliberal reasons? 

Strong evidence from both the interviews and the literature indicates that the NZWG board’s 

decisions and practices display neoliberal characteristics. The literature review revealed a NZWG 

board that strived to align itself and promote neoliberal agendas and policies. Their endeavours 

included supporting the lowering of tariffs in 1995 so imported wine would increase competition; 

striving to make wine standards compatible with WTO rules; and joining groups that accelerate wine 

trade liberalisation (Buck, 1995; Hubscher, 2000, 2001; Spence, 1999). Interviewee testimonies 

confirm that the NZWG board is using sustainable winegrowing as a marketing tool, thus further 

corroborating the neoliberal orientation of NZWG.  
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However, at the micro level—that is with the wine growers themselves—evidence of neoliberal 

motivations and rationalities is deficient. Financial and marketing considerations would underpin a 

neoliberal characterization of winegrower participation in certifications, specifically, if they use their 

sustainability certification as a tool for market access or as a way of commodifying their 

sustainability practices. While many interviewees did consider their business in relation to 

certifications, it was not in reference to market access or promoting their products in international 

markets. Their reasoning was much more closely related to the concerns and considerations of any 

agriculturalist—that is balancing the need for a quality environment with the commercial realities of 

making money. Furthermore, some interviews persisted in their certification programmes even 

though they were sceptical of the how much they commercially benefited from them. The absence 

of neoliberal qualities is further confirmed by the fact that out of twelve interviews, ten enrolled in 

SWNZ because they it felt it was compulsory. The benefits they received from NZWG, and the costs 

of not being part of NZWG activities, was too great to not seek certification. Thus, while the 

interviewees did consider business realities in relation to their winegrowing practices, this appears 

to be more closely related to winegrowing as an agricultural business rather than winegrowing as a 

neoliberal enterprise.  

Furthermore, even though winegrowing is a commercial business, philosophy clearly plays a role in 

winegrowing. Most crucially, it is philosophical, rather than business, motivations that underlie the 

interviewees’ ‘green’ practices. The interviewees chose their certification—not because of the most 

economic and marketing benefits they would receive—but because it best aligned with their 

growing philosophy. When asked about the role of SWNZ and their certifications in their business 

and marketing, most interviewees downplayed their programmes’ importance and instead discussed 

how the certification related to their approaches to winegrowing. It appears that philosophy and 

considerations of the future acts as a more important factor than marketing in determining if and 

what certifications winegrowers join. All this taken together, it does not appear that SWNZ and other 

certification programmes are neoliberal at the micro level.  
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3.3.8 Based on evidence from interviews, is SWNZ one-size-fits-all? 

The SWNZ questionnaire and auditing process is one-size-fits-all. There are baseline mandatory 

questions that everyone must answer in order to be accredited. There are also optional voluntary 

questions. If users decide to provide the information for these voluntary questions, they receive a 

report showing how they compare to other growers. However, everyone receives the same 

questionnaire regardless of the size of their vineyard or winery, the growing region, or other factors.  

There is no evidence to suggest that this questionnaire or the auditing process is different at micro 

level. Interviewees reported that everyone receives the same questionnaire and audit.  

3.3.9 Based on evidence from interviews, is SWNZ weakly sustainable at macro and/or 

micro? 

In order to understand if the SWNZ auditing was weakly sustainable, four questions were asked: 

 What types of measures are included in the auditing? 

 Are social measures included? Economic? 

 Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance? 

 Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance to you? 

The weak sustainability model, also known as the triple bottom line or three pillars definition of 

sustainability, depicts conservation and social and economic development as equal priorities in 

tension with each other. This definition of sustainability aims to minimise development trade-offs 

and find solutions that foster all three areas of development—environmental, social and economic. 

Weak sustainability frames sustainability as a win-win-win solution between environmental 

conservation and economic and social development. This model contrasts to the strong 

sustainability definition which seeks to identify environmental capacities and fit social and economic 

development within those boundaries.  

In regards to SWNZ, if the auditing included environmental, social, and economic criteria and each of 

these areas of evaluation were of equal importance, then SWNZ would be considered weakly 
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sustainable. For SWNZ to be considered strongly sustainable, the auditing criteria would define 

environmental and social contexts of winegrowers and their winegrowing regions, then fit within 

these parameters.  

3.3.10 SWNZ, weak sustainability: macro. 

Interviewees were asked “Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance?” in order 

to further explore if the SWNZ questionnaire best fit with a weak sustainability or strong 

sustainability model. If the criteria were of equal importance and no one area of evaluation was 

prioritized, then the questionnaire would best match a weak sustainability model. However, if 

environmental sustainability was prioritized over financial viability, then the questionnaire would 

better align with strong sustainability.  

Based on information from the interviews and literature from the New Zealand Wine website, the 

SWNZ criteria are weakly sustainable. The questionnaire prioritizes each area of evaluation 

(environmental, social, and economic) equally in that they are all mandatory in order to be SWNZ 

accredited. The auditing criteria does not define the relationships between environmental, social, 

and economic criteria, nor are the criteria region specific. Taken together, these aspects indicate 

that the questionnaire can be defined as weakly sustainable.  

In addition to the weakly sustainable character of the SWNZ questionnaire, Interview 2.2 (BioGro 

and SWNZ, Marlborough, large, foreign owned) critiqued SWNZ as “not [being] interested in making 

vineyards sustainable within themselves.” The interviewee contrasted this with BioGro, which tried 

to move practices as close to self-sufficiency as possible. Strong sustainability identifies contexts and 

fits practices with them. Self-sufficiency is a type of strong sustainability, as it defines parameters 

and works to keep and use practices, inputs and resources within those defined ecological 

parameters. Interview 2.2’s comment suggests that the SWNZ criteria do not aim to define or fit 

within contextual boundaries, which is the main aim of the strong sustainability model.  
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Furthermore, two interviewees (2.5, 2.6) described SWNZ as using triple bottom-line or the three 

pillars of evaluation, descriptions that are synonymous with weak sustainability. In their description 

of the SWNZ programme, Interview 2.5 specifically commented the existence of tensions between 

the areas of evaluation:  

“SWNZ is triple bottom line—financial, environmental and social. A lot of their justification 

for applying something in the vineyard, while it might not be environmentally sustainable, if 

you didn't do it, it wouldn't be financially sustainable. To me, they're almost putting financial 

sustainability above environmental. [...] I could apply to SWNZ to put on nasty chemical to 

stop a rot [...], because without it, I'm going to lose my crop [...] SWNZ may approve the 

product—not environmentally sustainable, but financially sustainable. And as they say, no 

business is sustainable unless it meets all those criteria.” (Interview 2.5, BioGro, 

Marlborough, large) 

This description of trade-offs between financial and environmental aspects better aligns with a weak 

sustainability model than a strong sustainability model. The weak sustainability model argues that 

environmental, social, and financial concerns are equal, but when sought to be developed, conflict 

with one another. Strong sustainability does not necessarily see environmental, social, and financial 

goals as conflicting. Their development can be complimentary as long as activities operate within 

ecological capacities and suit social contexts. The SWNZ questionnaire equally prioritises 

environmental, social, and financial criteria, which some interviewees already interpret by weak 

sustainability definitions. These facts strongly suggest that the SWNZ questionnaire can be 

accurately characterized as weakly sustainable.  

3.3.11 SWNZ, weakly sustainable: micro. 

Following the question “Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance?” was the 

question “Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance to you?”. This pairing of 

questions sought to ascertain if the SWNZ criteria imposed requirements that were ill-suited for local 

environments or prevented winegrowers from achieving their winegrowing needs. When designing 

and implementing plans, top-down programmes often fail to adequately account for specific locales, 
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resulting in socially and environmentally inappropriate practices and projects. In this way, if SWNZ 

functions in a top-down, weakly sustainable way, it may include criteria that are irrelevant to 

growers or misaligned with grower aims. A strongly sustainable programme, however, would be 

designed to fit within environmental capacities and reference grower goals. If the SWNZ programme 

did not reflect grower needs, then this would support that SWNZ was not strongly sustainable, as it 

would not be fitting within the context of the growers.  

It is worth noting that even if winegrowers prioritise financial over environmental concerns, a strong 

sustainability model would still seek to help winegrowers meet their goals. However, a strong 

sustainability programme would assist growers in achieving those goals in a way that works within 

ecological boundaries.  

Table 3-5 Responses to Question, “Are the criteria for each area of evaluation of equal importance to you?” (*1.2 is 
Demeter and not SWNZ certified) 

Response Interview number 

Didn’t answer question 1.2*, 1.5, 1.6, 2.6 

Yes 2.4 

No 1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.3, 2.5 

Yes and no 2.2 

 

Table 3-6 Interviewees Responses as to Why Each Area of Evaluation was Not of Equal Importance to Them 

Interview Reason why said no, or yes and no 

1.1 SWNZ only asks if you have the test done, not 
the results 

1.3  SWNZ is my auditing body, and I'm an organic 
grower, so no. 

1.4  Everyone has different philosophy and 
environmental requirements 

2.1  Criteria are unimportant to me 

2.2  Some criteria important, others not relevant. 
Not really any particularly important to me 

2.3  Somethings that are important for SWNZ are 
not important to me, and vice versa 

2.5 Interviewee only concerned with 
environmental criteria, not social and economic 
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The responses to the question ‘Are the criteria of equal importance to you?’ were eclectic, as 

summarized in Table 3-6. Each interviewee was concerned about different aspects and concerns 

regarding their winegrowing practices.  This variety in their responses is perhaps best summarized by 

Interviewee 1.4, who responded, “No. Everyone has different philosophical and environmental 

requirements, so the short answer is no.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

With winegrower concerns being so wide-ranging, it is difficult to devise a standardized evaluation 

that accommodates and reflects everyone’s priorities. Based on the responses from the 

interviewees, if the SWNZ evaluation critieria were to be strongly sustainable and work with each 

grower’s aims, it would either have to 1) be flexible enough for growers to achieve their goals within 

the context of their environment, or 2) customize a programme to them individually or regionally. 

However, the more variation within an auditing system, the more difficult it is to standardize. (Thus, 

this dynamic reflects the core issue this thesis explores—the tension between being contextually 

appropriate but bureaucratically intelligible.) Because it is impracticable to be aligned with so many 

diverse goals, it is difficult for the SWNZ programme to be strongly sustainable by perfectly reflecting 

winegrower priorities. Strong sustainability, in this case, is thus more closely related to the 

programme’s flexibility and ability to be contextualized.  

As the macro level, the SWNZ questionnaire is weakly sustainable in that environmental, social, and 

economic criteria are mandatory and no one area is prioritized. It is difficult to draw conclusions if 

the SWNZ criteria are not strongly sustainable due to the eclecticism of responses to the specific 

question “Are the criteria of each area of evaluation of equal importance to you?”. The variety of 

responses suggest that in order for SWNZ to be strongly sustainable and accommodate such diverse 

priorities, the programme must either be adaptable or internally flexible enough to be 

contextualized to each grower’s situation. Thus, whether or not SWNZ is strongly sustainable is 

better explored via questions “Are the criteria flexible?” and “Are the criteria region-specific?”, as is 

discussed in the section below.  
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3.3.12 Based on evidence from interviews, is SWNZ strongly sustainable at macro or 

micro level? 

To assess whether the SWNZ programme was strongly sustainable, the following questions were 

asked: 

 How do you meet the sustainability criteria? 

 Are the criteria flexible? 

 Are the criteria region-specific? 

 Why did you choose this sustainability programme? 

 Would you change anything about the programme? 

 Are there ways the programme could be more sustainable? 

These questions aim to establish a general understanding about how the interviewees’ sustainability 

programme worked, as well as whether or not the programme allowed interviewees to adapt their 

programme to their specific social and environmental contexts. The questions explored if 

winegrowers felt if any of the SWNZ criteria required were not sustainable.  

3.3.13 SWNZ strongly sustainable: macro, micro. 

The evidence from both literature and interviews attest that SWNZ is weakly sustainable at the 

macro level. The SWNZ questionnaire does not describe relationships between environmental, 

social, and economic criteria, nor does it define regional and environmental contexts. The auditing 

does not explicitly take context into account, and while it is flexible enough to allow variation of 

practices between regions, it is not region specific. However, while the SWNZ auditing questionnaire 

is one-size-fits-all and weakly sustainable, it fosters strong sustainability at the micro level via two 

primary ways—through the way its auditing questions are phrased, and by providing winegrowers 

with reports on their growing practices.  

Firstly, the SWNZ auditing criteria require winegrowers to consider their environmental context. For 

example (and as will be discussed in more detail below), SWNZ water requirements include matching 

“water application devices to local plant and soil conditions” and ensuring “winery water system is 
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designed to meet the characteristics of the vineyard, its future needs, and is optimised for water 

delivery and usage” (New Zealand Wine, n.d. b, emphasis added). Thus, while the SWNZ 

questionnaire asks every wine producer the same questions, according to interviewees, each 

question is flexible enough that producers can still conduct their practices in a way that meets their 

needs. Both literature and interviewees cited Hawke’s Bay as an example, as the region’s humid 

climate causes greater instances of disease and thus requires more sprays. This was contrasted with 

winegrowing in Central Otago, where the dry climate means lesser prevalence of disease, thus 

requiring less chemically intensive practices.  

Secondly, SWNZ facilitates strong sustainability by providing wine producers contextualized, 

comparative reports that contrast their practices to other wine producers. These reports are based 

on information voluntarily submitted by users into the WiSE dashboard.  The WiSE dashboard asks 

participants to put in voluntary information about their growing practices, specifically their use of 

energy, water, and agrichemicals.  The more information the user puts in, the more feedback they 

receive. At the time of the interviews, users received an individualised, end-of-the-year report of 

their performance based on the information they provided. These reports include graphs that show 

the input-use of similar vineyards and wineries, and where that individual user is on that graph. This 

comparative information allows participants to see how they compare with other wine producers in 

similar contexts. Based on the results of the report, users can then use the information to change 

their practices and improve their sustainability, or receive it as confirmation that they are doing well.  

These reports promote strongly sustainable growing practices by rendering contexts more legible to 

wine producers. Sustainability is notoriously difficult to measure (see section 1.2.2). As strong 

sustainability is context based, if these reports are to foster strongly sustainable practices, they need 

to either provide or be based within a contextual framework. By providing information on the 

practices of other wine producers in similar contexts, the reports indicate how efficient and effective 

(and sustainable) wine producers are with their inputs by comparison. Wine producers can then use 
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the information to make judgements about how to better fit within their growing context. In other 

words, the comparable context-based measurements and reports provide proxies for sustainable 

practices. Nonetheless, how accurate and effective these proxies are is difficult to say without 

definitive sustainability measurements.  

Interviewees were asked if SWNZ could be more sustainable to see if they thought SWNZ was not 

being rigorous enough in their auditing or if SWNZ was imposing what they thought were non-

appropriate requirements.  

When discussing how SWNZ could be more sustainable, interviewee responses largely fell into two 

themes. The first theme was that SWNZ cannot be more sustainable because it is an industry-wide 

scheme that must accommodate a wide variety of approaches to winegrowing (Interviews 1.1, 1.3, 

2.4, 2.6). The second theme was that SWNZ could be more sustainable by providing more 

contextualized and accurate comparisons in their reports (Interviews 1.1, 1.4, 1.6, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4).  

In regards to the first theme on whether SWNZ could be more sustainable, interviewees argued that 

because SWNZ seeks to unify the whole of the New Zealand wine industry, the criteria have to suit a 

wide variety of winegrowing approaches. SWNZ could not be more sustainable without becoming 

more prescriptive or starting to lose participants. Interviewees argued that stricter criteria would be 

too challenging for some wine producers, leading participants to drop out of the programme.  As 

Interview 2.4 stated in response to “Can SWNZ be more sustainable?”: 

“No, because they have to cater to a lot of different people. Some people biodynamic, organics, 

and others heavy herbicide users. SWNZ caters to many and are not going to make everyone 

happy. They have to straddle the spectrum of sustainability.” (Interview 2.4, SWNZ, 

Marlborough, large, foreign owned) 

The second theme was that SWNZ could be more sustainable by making reports more timely and 

contextualised (1.1, 1.4*, 1.6*, 2.2*, 2.3*, 2.4*) (*indicates interviewees thought SWNZ was getting 

better in this regard.) SWNZ provides comparative reports to those users who answer the voluntary 
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questions regarding their use of inputs, energy, and water. However, interviewees expressed that 

the reports were not always useful, as users were not being compared with wine producers in 

equivalent contexts. Interview 1.4 explained: 

“If I drew you a mental image of a graph of water use people are having, from very low to 

very high, and then putting a "P" on it, and that's where you are, but not giving you any 

contextual information. Unless you have that contextual information, that point on a graph 

means virtually nothing. You might be a more efficient water user when you're up the top, 

compared to someone down the bottom because you've done a better job in your particular 

environment. You've got no context to apply that to and judge yourself against at the 

moment.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Interviewees expressed that the more accurate reporting would provide information that could help 

them improve their growing practices, something that many of the interviewees valued. 

Interestingly, Interviewee 2.6 had a similar criticism of CarboNZero in that the programme could be 

more sustainable by giving back information. Interview 2.6 reported they did not receive any 

feedback from CarboNZero, and thus, did not have any additional information or incentive to 

improve their winegrowing practices. Interview 2.6 compared CarboNZero’s lack of reports with the 

reports they received from SWNZ. While not perfect, the interviewee stated that SWNZ reports offer 

some insight into their growing practices. The interviewee’s comments on not receiving any reports 

from CarboNZero highlights the importance of information and feedback in winegrowing practices, 

even if the usefulness of that information could be improved by more contextual framing. Thus, 

Interview 2.6 emphasised the valuable role of information in bettering growing practices, a theme 

that was expressed by other interviewees, such as Interview 1.3.  

The inaccurate comparisons in the reports appears to be a common, industry-wide criticism. As a 

result of this feedback, SWNZ is currently undergoing changes to make the reporting more 

meaningful, accurate, and fair by collecting more contextualized information (Interviews 1.4, 1.6, 

2.2, 2.3, 2.4). Interviewee 1.4, who is involved in the process, provided some insight into upcoming 

changes in the SWNZ programme: 
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[What sort of contextual information is being added specifically regarding water?] “In order 

to understand how much water you should be using, you need to know the annual rainfall is 

on your site; what soil type you’ve got, and why that’s relevant… you’ve got water-holding 

capacity of within soil; some soils have a lot more ability to hold water than others. Gravel is 

very, very low, a rich loam is very high, clay even higher. So soil type is important. Potential 

evapotransporation [P.E.T.], which means how quickly the water is evaporated out of both 

your understory—that is out of the soil, but also out of the vines as well; how much wind 

affects the volume of both the P.E.T. and how quickly the plants perspire; how densely 

planted the vines are; what size of the canopy you maintain; what your potential crop yield 

is; you add all those components and you can sort on the data and say—I have a rich loam, 

in a very dry area, and I’m [???] seven tonnes to the hectare, I have a plant density of 2500, 

how do I compare to people in a similar band to me. Then that data point you’re at, within 

a smaller subset, you can see 1) I’m actually a really, really high water user, why is that? 

What am I doing compared to all my other peers who are much further down compared to 

me, what am I doing wrong? […] It gives you a bit more ability to actually drill down into 

why is my data point on a particular point on a graph? Because just having a point in a 

continuum, without contextual information, is actually virtually worthless. Well it is 

worthless, it doesn’t show you a d**n thing.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

“No, we don't differentiate by region. That's why the continuum I was telling you about is 

meaningless, because it does take region into account […] And that's where some 

components of SWNZ are moving to to make it more relevant. It might not be so regionally 

focused, but it certainly will be more context focused.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central 

Otago, large) 

SWNZ seems broad enough to permit most growing philosophies, which allows growers to largely 

conduct their practices in accordance to what they believe is most appropriate to their social and 

environmental context.  Furthermore, the WiSE comparative reports help wine producers by 

showing them how sustainable they compare to other producers. In theory, this reporting makes 

sustainability more legible. However, these reports are not of much value to growers at the moment 

(Interviews 1.1, 1.4, 1.6, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5) but SWNZ is working towards improving this by allowing 

for more contextualized information (Interviews 1.4, 1.6, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4). 
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3.3.13.1 SWNZ and flexibility.  

Interviewees were also asked about whether the SWNZ criteria were flexible. This question was 

posed in order to ascertain whether the SWNZ programme could be adapted to specific contexts. If 

the programme could be adapted to specific contexts, then, arguably, the programme might be 

considered strongly sustainable.  

There were two general interpretations of what was meant by “flexible”. The first group expressed 

that SWNZ was flexible because members can apply to use banned products or explain why a 

banned product was used. The second group argued that SWNZ was not flexible, because the 

interface (the WiSE dashboard) was not flexible, as it was just a programme asking for information.  

3.3.13.1.1 SWNZ is flexible: allowing for variation in practices. 

Some growers said that the programme was flexible, as long as growers could justify the reason for 

their particular practice (Interviews 1.6; 2.3; 2.4; 2.5). Some interviewees also said that SWNZ allows 

growers to meet the criteria of their growing region, such as permitting the greater use of sprays in 

disease-prone Hawke’s Bay.  As one interviewee stated, “There is enough flexibility there without 

compromising the intent.” (Interview 1.6, SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

However, others felt that programme was too flexible, as it allowed for practices that they felt were 

bad for the environment, such as spraying herbicides on whole vineyards.  

3.3.13.1.1 SWNZ is not flexible: the software interface. 

Others interpreted flexibility in reference to the software interface, the WiSE dashboard.  

Interviewees argued that SWNZ was just “Ticking boxes on a screen […]” (Interview 1.5, SWNZ, 

Central Otago, small) and just asking for information (Interview 2.6, CarboNZero and SWNZ, 

Marlborough, large). Thus, interviewees felt the SWNZ questionnaire was not flexible, because the 

computer programme into which data was put into was not flexible and could not be negotiated 

with (Interviews 1.5, 2.1, 2.6). 
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Historically, the SWNZ programme has been at least partially judged by its software programme, as 

it is the interface that participants interact with. Interview 1.4 recounts: 

“The software programme that we had at the time was called Muddy Boots. It was a horrific 

piece of junk that required a h*** of a lot of manual intervention and wasn't changeable or 

flexible. The software suppliers were intractable. The consequence of that was that the 

system was virtually unusable and New Zealand Winegrowers were being judged because 

the software. The quality of the programme was being judged because of the poor quality of 

the software programme. They […] [c]leaned the questionnaire up completely and started 

with a much more pared back version with a much better software system.” (Interview 1.4, 

SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

The question, ‘Is SWNZ flexible?’ was asked with in the aim of understanding if SWNZ criteria could 

be adapted to different contexts. Based on interviewee responses, SWNZ is flexible in that the 

criteria allow winegrowers to conduct their practices in a way that is suitable to their region, but is 

inflexible as an interface and a questionnaire. In light of these descriptions, it could be said SWNZ 

questions are accommodating, but the questionnaire itself is rigid.  

3.3.14 Council, top-down: macro.  

Interviewees were asked “Does your council ask for feedback?” and “What are the pros and cons of 

the council’s water management practices?”. These questions were asked in order to establish, 

firstly, how locally and socially appropriate the regional council’s water management were for 

winegrowers and, secondly, whether or not the council used winegrower knowledge to make water 

management policy contextually suitable.  

This research investigates how the interplay between SWNZ and regional council water management 

can inform how to better achieve sustainable development that complements top-down 

development structures but works within ecological capacities and social contexts. This inquiry is 

predicated on regional councils managing their environmental resources in ways that are regionally 

appropriate. Empirically confirming how environmentally sustainable the Otago Regional Council 

(ORC) and the Marlborough District Council’s (MDC) water management actually is falls beyond the 
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confines of this research project. However, winegrowers can indicate 1) how appropriate regional 

council’s water management practices are to their particular situation and 2) whether or not the 

council uses their knowledge to locally appropriate practices and policies.  

3.3.14.1 Council in Otago: top-down governance.  

When asked “What are the pros and cons of your council’s water management practices?”, three 

interviewees from Central Otago mentioned controversies surrounding a report produced by water 

consultancy company Aqualinc. Interviewees explained that the ORC hired Aqualinc to establish 

resource consent parameters for how much water to allocate to vineyards. The resulting parameters 

failed to provide enough water for newly established vineyards, which require more water than 

established vineyards. Interviewees argued that the ORC has resisted making any amendments to 

the amount of water allocated in the vineyard resource consents and has instead placed the onus on 

winegrowers to prove the inaccuracy of the water estimate.  

“To go back to where the consent gets given, in the regional council in Otago, they 

commissioned a company called Aqualinc as a water consultancy company to create a series 

of guidelines as to what volume of water a typical grape crop vineyard needs to survive. But 

the way the Otago Regional Council is applying the guideline as if it was a standard. If you 

want to apply more or less water then you have to have a hydrologist, a soil scientist, data 

records, infiltration records, a whole bunch of stuff and it's become a pseudo-standard, 

though it was only ever meant to be a guideline. The challenge with that is that the science 

they used was wonky. I've challenged Aqualinc on it, and actually they agree with that.  

There has been new information that has come out that shows that the number that they 

gave us wasn't sufficient to enable a new vineyard to be developed. The ORC standards are 

wonky. We are going through a challenging process and the process of challenging that at 

the moment. The way the council is using that [Aqualinc] report is very negative and very 

prescriptive. To challenge it you have to have a lot of data and a lot of money to do that.” 

(Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Interviewees also discussed how the ORC requires winegrowers to monitor their nutrient leaching, 

despite it not being a particularly relevant issue for winegrowing. Nutrient leaching from pastoral 

agriculture into waterways, particularly from dairy farming, is a controversial and widely discussed 
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political issue in New Zealand. Despite the fact that the most harmful nutrient leaching stems mainly 

from dairy farming, the ORC now requires all agriculturalists, including winegrowers, to monitor 

their nutrient leaching.  

[What are the pros and cons of the Council's water management practices in regards to 

winegrowing?] “Con at the moment is in allocating resource consents of not appreciating the 

needs of newly established vineyards, and that's simply a scientific error. Then, there is 

another thing that involves us and the horticulture business at the moment, I think 

peripherally. They're trying to have a scheme that is really based around dairy farms for 

waste management, and again it's this broad brush thing, trying to bring in the other 

industries for whom it's not relevant.” (Interview 1.1, SWNZ, Central Otago, small) 

“Water and nutrients are hot issues for us, because of bigger political issues. Regional 

councils are starting to require winegrowers to calculate nutrient leaching. We are being 

categorized with the dairy farmers who [aren't very good at waste management] and the 

consequence of that is that we are having to do the same nutrient reporting that they are. 

We are being asked difficult questions, but we don't necessarily need to do that because our 

nitrogen issues are completely different.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Interviewees were also asked whether the ORC asks for feedback. Interview 1.1, who criticized the 

council regarding Aqualinc, was somewhat positive about ORC’s effort to consult. The Council still 

organizes public consultation meetings, and is thus compliant with legally required consultation 

procedures. However, the interviewee tempered this praise with a lack of confidence in whether the 

ORC actually utilized feedback in the development of council plans. The two interviewees in Central 

Otago that were most involved with the council in regards to the Aqualinc report and other water 

management changes strongly expressed that they had negative experiences in their interactions 

with the ORC. As Interview 1.4 explains: 

[Have they been looking for feedback from you?] “No. They are shocked, I'm sure, if not 

surprised, by the feedback. They tend to be very compliance-orientated and quite combative 

rather than collegial and working towards a common goal […] which is unfortunate, but it 

tends to drag that sort of people in and that sort of mentality.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, 

Central Otago, large) 
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In addition to antagonistic communications with the council, interviewees testified that the ORC 

were “not very forthcoming with information.” (Interview 1.3, BioGro and SWNZ, Central Otago, 

medium) Nevertheless, the ORC required interviewees to supply them with information via new, 

legally required water monitoring. When interviewees pointed out flaws in the Aqualinc report to 

the ORC, the council required more science-based information from the winegrowers to prove the 

veracity of their statements. Interviewee stated that the ORC is not generous with supplying 

information, yet regularly requires the interviewees, and winegrowers more broadly, to provide 

them with information.  

[Have they been looking for feedback from you?] “No. They have done it all quietly and 

behind. That's where through the COWA [Central Otago Winegrowers Association] get in 

there and have a look at it. They are not very forthcoming with information. They are 

changing their overall policy, and the only reason I heard about that was the Central Otago 

Waterusers Group [Otago Water Resource Users Group].” (Interview 1.3, BioGro and SWNZ, 

Central Otago, medium) 

The culture of communication with the ORC appeared to inspire a sense of anxiety and distrust in 

some interviewees. Across all New Zealand regions, regional councils are requiring anyone with 

water consents for five litres per second or more to provide their local councils with data of their 

water use. In Marlborough, interviewees framed these procedures as knowledge sharing, and thus 

as a positive interaction working towards better water requirements (see section 3.3.14.2 below). 

However, in Otago, interviewees deemed this process as having to justify their water use to the 

council in order to not lose their current amount of allocated water. Interviewees expressed unease, 

as insufficient access to water threatened their ability to grow grapes and run a successful business.  

“Because it's a competitive advantage. If I lose water, someone else is going to pick it up and 

we'll never get it back again.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

Based on interviewee responses, a combination of lack of dialogue and combative and inflexible 

approaches to governance seems to have generated concern in Central Otago winegrowers. While 

interviews in both Otago and Marlborough communicated support for a sustainable water 
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management plan, the apprehension evident in the Otago interviewees was absent in Marlborough 

interviewees.  

One interviewee (Interview 1.1, SWNZ, Central Otago, small) stated that the council focused too 

much on theory and not enough on the realities of the region. This focus on theory led to issues like 

the Aqualinc report, the requirement to monitor nutrient leaching, and other water management 

obligations were bureaucratically pedantic and realistically irrelevant. As a result, the interviewee 

stated that the ORC undermined its ability to adequately account for the subtleties of 

appropriateness and adaptability in regards to winegrowing needs and environments. 

Based on these interviewee testimonies, the ORC appears to emulate many characteristics of top-

down governance. As discussed in the literature review, top-down development and governance 

uses idealized models then applies them without regard for local contexts. In these instances, 

governance bodies must reduce complex local realities into legible formats in order to supervise and 

control projects, environments, and people. Without translating the local into the legible, 

governance bodies lack sufficient information to properly function or implement projects. Legibility 

plays an important role in determining both the programme and how it is executed. The ability for 

officials to clearly perceive and understand the programme and its potential outcomes is key to 

designing programmes and determining and achieving their intended purposes. Thus, by the very 

nature of the state, this need for legibility predominates the need to be socially and environmentally 

appropriate.  

The ORC reflects these characteristics and dynamics in their handling of the Aqualinc report and 

their general approach to communication with winegrowers. In this instance, the Aqualinc report 

represents the idealized model of knowledge and state-approved expertise that the ORC then 

applies universally even when winegrowers argue that it is not appropriate in some cases. The 

Aqualinc report conveys water requirements in formats that are legible and familiar to council 

officials, whilst the local knowledge and expertise of winegrowers is more difficult to perceive. 
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Officials consequently require winegrowers to prove their expertise of water requirements for new 

vineyards by translating their knowledge into formats approved and legible to the state, primarily via 

statistics, data, records, and reports from other state-approved specialists such as hydrologists.  

The requirement for winegrowers to monitor and report their nutrient leaching also suggest the ORC 

is applying a model universally regardless of its relevance to other contexts. Requiring all 

agriculturalists to monitor their nutrient leaching conveys political sensibility, as it allows the ORC to 

better perceive and control nutrient leaching. However, from the perspective of the winegrowers, it 

is irrelevant.  Herath, Green, Singh, Horne, van der Zijpp, and Clothier’s study into the water 

footprints of grape growing and wine production in Marlborough and Gisborne further backs the 

inappropriateness of the nutrient monitoring (2013). Their study found that while nitrogen leaching 

was greater in Gisborne than Marlborough due to soil differences, it was well within the 

requirements for drinking water. Of course, growing practices and soil types in Central Otago will 

differ from other growing regions and result in different rates and types of nutrient leaching. 

However, whether the growing practices between the regions differ to such a degree to require 

monitoring raises doubts, especially in light of Otago winegrowing region having lower states of 

spraying in New Zealand due to its dry weather (Cooper, 2002; Fairweather et al., 1999). It is more 

likely that in light of the public scrutiny of nutrient leaching, the ORC is requiring all agriculturalists to 

monitor their nutrient leaching regardless of its relevance to specific agricultural practices. Thus, by 

requiring winegrowers to monitor their nutrient leaching, the ORC demonstrates the classic 

characteristic of top-down governance of applying a model universally without due regard for its 

relevance or appropriateness to local contexts.  

Interviewee accounts of one-directional communication, with winegrowers providing data to 

council, also suggests that the ORC conducts its operations in a top-down manner. In relation to the 

Aqualinc report, winegrower knowledge proved insufficient to the ORC’s political requirements, 

resulting in the ORC expecting winegrowers to justify their knowledge via council approved 
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methods. These interactions promoted a culture of combative dialogue. This example of one-

directional communication reflects top-down governance, where the top-down characteristic is 

identified by the influence of power over information and communication. State officials possess the 

power to demand information in order to supervise, control, and ensure compliance with state 

ordinances. This power can also be used to withhold information, as well as monopolise what the 

state will accept as “fact” or “knowledge”; this in turn affects which knowledge is translated into a 

form of power via policy. In this instance, interviewee responses imply that the council has displayed 

this top-down influence by demanding information and ensuring compliance, and then using their 

power to control information and not share it with those at the grassroots, in this case, 

winegrowers.  

Notably, one interviewee who recounted having positive interactions with the ORC actually confirms 

this top-down culture. Interview 1.2 was proactive in their interactions with council and installed a 

water-monitoring meter before council issued the requirement to do so. While being proactive 

resulted in a more positive interaction, interview 1.2 reported that the ORC did not use feedback 

other than to establish compliance.  

“A few us farmers along the road knew we were going to have to start monitoring our water 

and renew our consents, so we went ahead and we did that. We've been proactive and 

given it to them really early on. So instead of waiting to be told, you haven't done this and 

you need to do this, we've got off our chiff and done it earlier. [Do they do anything with 

that feedback?] They just tick our box, and then chase up the people that aren't doing it. It's 

nice; you get a nice letter in the mail saying you've complied, and if you don't comply, you'll 

have to go through all these other hurdles. So they will just be sent your data, rather than 

having to come around and ask questions.” (Interview 1.2, Demeter, Central Otago, 

medium).  

While a more positive interaction than those described by other interviewees, the interviewee’s 

account describes the direction of influence flowing from the regional council to the individual 
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winegrower. The interaction is defined by the fulfilling requirements of the local council, but with 

greater efficiency, consequently resulting in a less negative experience.  

Currently, the ORC’s top-down approach has inhibited strongly sustainable governance and resource 

management. While strong sustainability is a model of sustainability, it is fundamentally based in 

environmental and social realities. In order to be strongly sustainable, the contextual parameters 

must be delineated and practices performed within those limits. Thus, due to strong sustainability’s 

firm basis in local settings, top-down adherence to theory hinders the ability to be strongly 

sustainable.  

Thus, when the ORC hired the company Aqualinc to establish water usage guidelines for vineyards 

rather than use or supplement those guidelines with local knowledge, it undermined its potential to 

better define local contexts and establish strongly sustainable resource management. Strong 

sustainability argues that truly sustainable solutions are restricted by ecological capacities and social 

contexts. Local people possess knowledge of their environment and social context that is often 

illegible to governance bodies. By failing to consult with winegrowers, Aqualinc and the ORC missed 

the opportunity to gain and utilize this intelligence of the social and environmental contexts in which 

the water guidelines would be implemented.  

Furthermore, according to three of the six Central Otago interviewees (1.1, 1.3, 1.4) Aqualinc 

miscalculated its estimates for vineyard water consents. The ORC observes the Aqualinc information 

as a rule rather than a guideline, and strictly adheres to the science of the Aqualinc report, rather 

than the industry knowledge of local winegrowers in Otago. This inflexibility prevents the Council 

from establishing water consents that are truly appropriate for Otago region, and thus, from 

achieving strongly sustainable resource management.  

However, despite controversy surrounding the Aqualinc report, current changes indicate the ORC is 

moving towards locally appropriate and strongly sustainable water management. Regional councils 

are currently undergoing the process of changing their regional water management plans. As part of 
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these changes, users with resource consents for five litres of water per second or more must install 

meters to monitor their water usage. Interviewees said the metering has multiple purposes. Firstly, 

the meters ensure that users are complying with their resource consent. Secondly, the meters are 

gathering data on how much water the user is actually using. Based on this data, users that are not 

using the full amount of water provided in their resource consent may have their water allocation 

reduced upon renewal of their resource consent. If the ORC’s other science is correct, the new water 

monitoring scheme ensures aquifers are being replenished, allowing for long term water supplies 

(barring of course, major changes to aquifers in the future due to climate change). In other words, 

the regional council determines the limitations of the environment scientifically, and then seeks to 

fit water allocations within those parameters. Despite some growers in Otago having issues with the 

Aqualinc report, the interviewees in both Otago and Marlborough supported their councils 

becoming more sustainable.  

3.3.14.2 Council in Marlborough: workshops. 

When discussing the pros and cons of their councils’ water management practices and whether the 

council asks for feedback, interviewees’ accounts differed between Otago and Marlborough. Two of 

the six interviewees in Marlborough (Interviews 2.5, 2.6) were involved or commented on the 

ongoing changes with water management structures (compared to four of the six interviewees in 

Otago). Unlike the interviewees in Otago, both Marlborough interviewees were positive about their 

interactions with their local councils. Both interviewees participated in workshops with the MDC that 

aimed to establish management plans that suited the council, winegrowers, and other interest 

groups. Interview 2.5 reported that workshop participants included big wine producers, 

grapegrowers, local environmentalists, and others involved in the wine industry. The interviewee 

commented that those in the workshop all wanted the Marlborough wine industry to thrive, and 

while worried about environmental issues such as contamination, they wanted to find workable 

solutions. Interview 2.5 explained: 
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“We have the rules as they are and they are asking us what we would like to see different in 

the rules, and how can we reword it to while be restrictive on some points but be a bit 

looser on others. So if you're doing the right thing and you've been very good and you've got 

a history, one slip up doesn't mean the axe falls on your head. The restrictions are in place 

are for the people that are flouting the regulations on purpose. It's been a very, very good 

thing. […]” (Interview 2.5, BioGro, Marlborough, large).  

Interviewee 2.6 also commented that in addition to consulting and working with local groups to 

design suitable water management policies, the council also used information provided by 

winegrowers to inform their water management policies. The interviewee gave the example of 

resource consents, where the council used data from SWNZ to assess the accuracy of current water 

allocations. If the SWNZ data showed that the whole Marlborough growing region was consistently 

using less water than what was provided in resource consents, then the council would change the 

policy to more accurately reflect the amount of water actually used.  

“[Data from water monitoring for SWNZ] has allowed them to give feedback to the local 

district council. Like across the whole region we know that Sauvignon Blanc on average uses 

blah blah blah, so when they are reissuing resource consents… so in the early days they 

might have said, I don't know... 22 litres per vine etc. But now, when they are reissuing it, 

they're taking it back down to 18 and that's still allowing some fat in the system. That 

potentially frees up water. All the water takes are all allocated now.” (Interview 2.6, 

CarboNZero and SWNZ, Marlborough, large) 

The above description from Interview 2.6 contrasts with the accounts from interviewees in Central 

Otago. Winegrowers in both Central Otago and Marlborough are having undergo the same 

requirements from their regional councils in that those with water consents of five liters per second 

or more have to install water monitors. Interviewees in both regions understood the aim of these 

requirements. However, interviewees reacted to these requirements differently. While in 

Marlborough interviewees framed providing data as ‘knowledge sharing’, in Otago interviewees 

described the process as justifying their water usage. As a result, Otago interviewees conveyed 

concern that they could lose sufficient access to water and thus their ability to grow wine.  
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The MDC works towards regulations that are suitable to local environmental, social, and economic 

contexts by actively involving winegrowers in developing policies. Two interviewees stated that they 

contributed to the process via workshops and they felt their regional council valued their input in 

developing council procedures. By utilising the knowledge of a variety of local people, the MDC 

facilitates its ability to be more contextually appropriate. Local people often possess practical 

knowledge of social and environmental contexts unknown to governance officials. By working with 

local people and referencing their knowledge and goals in policy development, the MDC works 

towards policies that are suited to Marlborough’s specific social and environmental context. This 

method of using local knowledge to shape policy that fits regional environments and social realities 

of the region best aligns with the strong sustainability model, which states that truly sustainable 

development fits within ecological boundaries and social and cultural situations.  

The influence of prominent industries in each region might explain the difference winegrower 

experience and governance cultures. Winegrowing represents a dominant industry in Marlborough, 

while other agriculture and tourism plays a more important role in Otago. However, there is 

insufficient evidence to make these connections.  

3.3.14.3 Summary of regional council’s role in locally appropriate resource management. 

In Otago, attempts to establish strongly sustainable water management have been undermined by 

the ORC’s top-down approach to governance. Interviewee accounts of Marlborough workshops 

contrast to experience recounted by Otago interviewees, as the MDC is using the practical 

knowledge of a variety of stakeholders to ensure water management policies are appropriate and 

practicable. Nonetheless, ongoing changes in all regional councils appear to indicate a move towards 

water allocations fitting within the environmental capacities of each region, consequently suggesting 

that, despite some failures to use local knowledge to make water estimates accurate and 

appropriate, councils overall are progressing towards strongly sustainable water management.  
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3.3.15 Based on evidence from interviews, what is the interplay between SWNZ and 

regional councils?  

In order to establish how the SWNZ programme and regional council water management interacted, 

interviewees were asked the following questions:  

 What interactions do you have with your regional council? 

 How does your regional council influence your practices? 

 How does water monitoring and management differ between your sustainability programme 

and your regional council? 

 What are the pros and cons of the council's water management practices in regards to 

winegrowing? 

 

These questions were asked in order to determine similarities and differences between the SWNZ 

auditing requirements and regional council water management.  

Based on information from the literature and interviews, the interaction between SWNZ and 

regional council water management is in the regulatory component of the SWNZ questionnaire, 

which asks users if they are compliant with the requirements of their resource consent.  

3.3.15.1 SWNZ water auditing and the interplay with regional council water management. 

SWNZ and regional council water management overlap in the regulatory component of the SWNZ 

auditing criteria. Regarding water, the SWNZ questionnaire has mandatory questions involving 

regulatory compliance, good-practice, and water use. There are additional voluntary questions that 

allow users to submit how much water they use; in return users receive a report comparing their 

water use to other wine producers. Interview 1.4 elaborated on the specific aspects of the water-use 

questions: 

“Correct resource management compliance and those components are dealt with. Do you 

have necessary permits and are you gathering the correct information to satisfy the 

conditions of those permits. Are you within your permitted water take. That's the Regulatory 

component and it's compulsory.  
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“Then there’s a good practice component to that. Are you using the minimum amount of 

water required to achieve what you want from a growing perspective given your site, your 

soil, your variety, your yields, and your season. And are you using tools in order to manage 

that water?  

“There’s also a voluntary question about the volume of water you use. It’s voluntary because 

it's not seen that you should record and report this information beyond what you need to do 

for compliance with consent.” (Interview 1.4, SWNZ, Central Otago, large) 

The New Zealand Wine website lists the following as the SWNZ water standards (New Zealand Wine, 

n.d. b): 

 Water taken from aquifers of surface bodies for use in irrigation, frost fighting, or processing 

must be obtained using water rights granted under the conditions set out in the Resource 

Management Act. 

 Apply irrigation water using methods that benefit plant needs and encourage growth. Match 

water application devices to local plant and soil conditions. 

 Apply the minimum amount of water to vines to ensure balanced growth, reduce wastage 

and avoid leaching. 

 Monitor irrigation system performance, and measure and record water used. 

 Ensure water used for frost protection application is targeted, and only used for imminent or 

prevailing frosts. 

 Monitor and measure water use in the winery and enact procedures to limit use. 

 Ensure winery water system is designed to meet the characteristics of the vineyard, its 

future needs, and is optimised for water delivery and usage. 

 Recycle or reuse winery water where possible, and limit water wastage.  

3.3.15.2 How Regional Councils affect winegrowing practices. 

When asked how regional councils affect their winegrowing practices, interviewees in both regions 

said regional councils affect them in three main ways. Councils mainly affect the interviewees’ water 

use via resource consents, and relatedly, restricting water (through resource consents) and water 

monitoring (required to ensure compliance with resource consents for five litres of water per second 

or more). See Table 3-7 for a summary. (However, while water consents represented interviewees’ 

main interaction with regional councils, interviewees also mentioned a variety of interactions related 
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to bylaws regarding frost fighting systems, bird scarring, wind machines, burning, runoff issues, 

waste management, nutrient leeching.) 

Table 3-7 Summary of Interviewee Response to questions, “What interactions do you have with the regional council?” and 
“How does the regional council influence your practices?” 

Main interaction with regional council Interviewee response 

Allocations, resource consents, water rights 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.3 

Restricting water 1.2, 1.4, 2.2, 2.3 

Water monitoring 1.3, 1.5, 2.3, 2.6 

 

Water users (in this case, winegrowers) apply for resource consents, which regional councils will 

either grant or deny. The amount of water granted in the resource consent is based on what the 

water will be used for. Councils have established how much water is required for certain types of 

land use; this provides the basis for how much water is granted in the consent. For those with a 

resource consent for 5 litres of water per second or more have to install water meters that monitor 

water use. Councils can restrict water through consents which are then enforced through water 

metering.  

3.3.15.3 The interplay between SWNZ auditing and the regional council water management: 

macro. 

Based on evidence from the interviews and literature from the New Zealand Wine website, the 

intersection between SWNZ and regional councils lies neatly in the SWNZ regulation compliance 

questions: 

“Water taken from aquifers of surface bodies for use in irrigation, frost fighting, or 

processing must be obtained using water rights granted under the conditions set out in the 

Resource Management Act.” (New Zealand Wine, n.d. b)) 

Thus, to be compliant with SWNZ, winegrowers must also be compliant with the resource consent 

granted by their regional council.  
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3.3.15.4 The interplay between SWNZ auditing and the regional council water management: 

micro.  

Interviewees were asked how water monitoring and management differ between their sustainability 

programme and their regional council. While this was mainly to investigate the interplay between 

SWNZ and regional councils at a macro level, interviewee responses also provided insight into how 

the interplay between the two institutions occurs at the micro level.  

There were two main responses. The first set of response stated that councils are concerned with 

where water comes from, while SWNZ is concerned with how water is used (Interviews 1.5, 2.5, 2.6).  

The second group of responses argued that SWNZ and councils ask for the same information, 

although SWNZ is more concerned with how the water is applied (1.1*, 2.1, 2.3) (* slightly 

different—how much and if in compliance with council.) 

In this way, SWNZ not only tries to help growers fit within their growing contexts by requiring 

compliance with regional council resource consents, SWNZ also obliges growers to manage their 

water ways that suits the environmental context of their property. While interviewee comments 

attest to this, the impetus towards local appropriateness is also evidenced in the SWNZ auditing 

standards: 

“Apply irrigation water using methods that benefit plant needs and encourage growth. 

Match water application devices to local plant and soil conditions.” 

To summarize SWNZ’s role of water management within New Zealand’s broader governance 

infrastructure, national government issues policy statements that provide direction to regional 

governments on how to carry out the responsibilities under the Resource Management Act (Ministry 

for Environment, 2017). With specific regards to water, the Resource Management Act requires 

regional councils to maintain and enhance water quality, maintain water quantity and water flows 

(Resource Management Act, No. 69, 1991: 131). To this end, regional councils are in charge of 

allocating water and regulating contaminant discharge capacities (Resource Management Act, No. 
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69, 1991: 89-93). SWNZ requires compliance with the standards set out by regional councils, but also 

expects winegrowers to manage their water in a way that is appropriate to the vineyard. In short, 

national government dictates national level policy directions and the RMA; the RMA guides and 

defines the roles of regional councils; regional councils implement these directives to suit their 

region; and SWNZ requires compliance with these regional ordinances as well as water usage and 

management appropriate to the vineyard.  

3.4 Summary of Results 

In summary, interviewee insights and responses suggest the following results:  

 Is SWNZ top-down at the macro level? Yes. IWP, the programme before SWNZ, which was 

focused on improving the environmental impacts of winegrowing, was voluntary. Then the 

NZWG board decided that a wider uptake of the programme could be leveraged as a tool for 

marketing and market access. The NZWG board consequently made sustainability 

certification compulsory if members wanted to participate in important wine shows and 

receive the benefits of NZWG marketing.  

 Is SWNZ top-down at the micro level? Yes. Even though SWNZ is technically voluntary, 

interviewees largely felt it was compulsory. Interviewees further confirmed this top-down 

directionality of influence by noting the lack of dialogue with SWNZ that is available in other 

certification programmes.  

 Is SWNZ neoliberal at the macro level? Yes. The SWNZ programme was constructed and 

implemented with the aim to improve overseas marketing and preserve market access. 

Furthermore, the programme criteria are based on the OIV, because this is the most widely 

accepted international standard. Using OIV as the basis for sustainability certifications 

suggests a priority of being most compatible and legible to the broader market. This in turn 

suggests that SWNZ is a way of translating sustainable wine production into commodity that 
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can interact with the market via certification and, consequently, be used to as a market-

based tool.   

 Is SWNZ neoliberal at the micro level? No. Interviewees reported that SWNZ mainly 

affected their business because it felt compulsory in order to participate in NZWG events 

and marketing. Furthermore, SWNZ largely did not influence the interviewees’ marketing. 

Some interviewees expressed that because of the wide uptake of SWNZ, the programme 

only affected overseas marketing. However, interviewees were sceptical of the effectiveness 

and benefits of this effort. Interviewees’ growing philosophy played a larger role in which 

certification interviewees enrolled in than financial motivations. Responses from 

interviewees associated with foreign ownership did not present significant outliers.  

 Is SWNZ one-size-fits-all? Yes. All wine producers receive the same questionnaire, regardless 

of region, operation size, or other factors.  

 Is SWNZ weakly sustainable? Yes. The SWNZ standards consist of three, equally prioritized 

areas of evaluation—environmental, social, and economic. Interviewees further confirmed 

this by describing SWNZ as using the three-pillars of sustainability and as triple bottom line. 

 Is SWNZ strongly sustainable? At the macro level, no; at the micro level, yes. The SWNZ 

evaluation criteria do not take contextual factors into account; describe the relationship 

between environmental, social and financial criteria; or prioritize environmental criteria. 

However, interviewees said the mandatory questions are broad enough that wine producers 

can conduct their practices in ways appropriate to their locale. Furthermore, mandatory 

questions require wine producers to consider their local conditions in regards to their 

winegrowing practices. The SWNZ programme also has voluntary questions, which if users 

opt to supply information, provides an individualised and contextualized report that 

compares the user’s data to others. By comparing users with other wine producers in similar 

regions, it renders the sustainability of their practices more legible.  
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 Are regional council water management strongly sustainable? Yes. The ORC and the MDC 

are attempting to manage water resources in a way that allows water sources to be 

replenished. MDC is further ensuring its water management policies are practicable and 

locally appropriate by organizing workshops that incorporates the knowledge of a variety of 

stakeholders. However, ORC’s top-down approach to governance hinders locally appropriate 

policies. 

 What is the interplay between SWNZ and regional councils? SWNZ and council 

requirements intersect in the SWNZ Resource Management Act compliance question: 

“Water taken from aquifers of surface bodies for use in irrigation, frost fighting, or 

processing must be obtained using water rights granted under the conditions set out in the 

Resource Management Act.” 

The implications of these results and future lines of research are discussed in the next chapter.  
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4. DISCUSSION 

The research showed that SWNZ was a weakly sustainable, one-size-fits-all certification, 

implemented in a top-down manner for neoliberal reasons. However, SWNZ also promoted strong 

sustainability by requiring compliance with regional councils, directing wine producers to consider 

the needs of their local environments, and providing comparative reports on input use.  

The following chapter explores these results in light of the literature. This review reveals this 

research’s broader significance and how it both relates and contributes current discussions about 

the New Zealand wine industry and sustainable development. Specifically, this research provides 

insights into how weak and strong sustainability correlate both institutionally and theoretically, 

which in turn, reveals how sustainability definitions relate to the nature of sustainability and 

sustainable development more generally. Furthermore, analysed through the lens of Scott’s Seeing 

like a State, SWNZ’s voluntary reports represent an interesting example of knowledge creation and 

determining sustainable best practice. The research results also help clarify and explain contrasting 

narratives in the literature regarding the neoliberal orientation of the New Zealand wine industry. 

Based on these insights, this chapter concludes with priorities for future research, specifically 

regarding how wine producers determine strong sustainability, and why the wine industry is 

characterised by environmental values and philosophical concerns.  

4.1 Reminder of Purpose and Focus of Study 

This research investigates how the New Zealand wine industry can inform how to better achieve 

sustainable develop by asking, ‘Is the interplay between SWNZ and regional councils top-down, one-

size-fits-all, neoliberal, and weakly and strongly sustainable?’. This was asked to see if neoliberal 

statecraft could also work with grassroots values and development methods. This economic growth 

verses locally appropriate development dynamic was framed as weak and strong sustainability. 

Weak sustainability, also known as triple bottom line or the three pillars definition, argues that 
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sustainable development is one that finds win-win-win solutions that foster three areas of 

environment, society, and economy. Large institutions often use weak sustainability definitions, as 

weak sustainability allows for current development tactics and agendas but with the incorporation 

of environmental concerns. The weak sustainability model is often critiqued as not accounting for 

the limits of planetary capacities and inherently allowing for unlimited economic growth. The strong 

sustainability model takes these factors into consideration. Depicted as a bulls eye with three circles 

set within each other, strong sustainability argues that planetary capacities define and limit social 

development and economic growth.  SWNZ and its interplay with regional councils was used as a 

lens to explore these dynamics. SWNZ, as a quality assurance certification, represents neoliberal 

statecraft with the goal of sustainability, whilst regional council water management represents 

strongly sustainable resource management. Together, the interplay between these two institutions 

show how top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, and weak and strong sustainability aspects can 

harmonise.  

4.2 Summary of Results 

This research established that the SWNZ certification programme is, at the macro level, a neoliberal 

mechanism with triple bottom line sustainability criteria that are one-size-fits-all. NZWG created the 

SWNZ programme as a way to promote the New Zealand wine industry overseas, rendering the 

sustainable winegrowing as a commodity that could be used to market New Zealand wine.  The 

SWNZ criteria include equally prioritized, mandatory requirements for environmental, social, and 

financial concerns, thus designating SWNZ as weakly sustainable. The audit is also universal in that 

all wine producers receive the same questionnaire and must meet the same criteria in order to 

attain certification.  

However, at the micro level, SWINZ is strongly sustainable and not neoliberal. Through both its 

mandatory and voluntary questions, the SWNZ programme both obliges and fosters strongly 

sustainable practices, specifically through its requirements to comply with regional council resource 
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management; to conduct growing practices that are suitable to the needs of the vineyard; and 

through the provision of reports that compare a user’s input use with other users in similar contexts. 

Regional councils seek to manage resources in a way that is sustainable and appropriate to their 

region. By requiring compliance with regional councils, SWNZ ensures wine producers manage their 

resources in regionally appropriate ways. SWNZ goes a step further with their good practice 

questions that require wine producers to suit their input use to the needs of their vineyard, thus 

directing wine producers to consider the environmental context of their vineyard and fit their 

practices to that context. The individualised reports, which are based on the information users 

supply through voluntary questions, help wine producers improve their sustainability by showing 

how they compare to other wine producers in similar contexts.  

Furthermore, while SWNZ is neoliberal at the macro level, interviewees reported that their 

sustainable growing practices were not primarily motivated by marketing or financial concerns, but 

by philosophical or moral considerations. Thus, aspects that are true of SWNZ and the New Zealand 

wine industry at the macro level (e.g., neoliberal, one-size-fits-all, and weakly sustainable) are not 

necessarily true at the micro level (e.g., strongly sustainable, philosophically and morally motivated).  

4.3 Results in Relation to Existing Literature  

Comparisons to literature deepen the significance of these results. The results loosely parallel the 

dichotomy in sustainable development dynamics, and also revealed how these dynamics are not 

mutually exclusive. The results demonstrate how neoliberal mechanisms and locally appropriate 

development can work together both institutionally and theoretically. To explore these insights, 

each section of the discussion chapter briefly compares results to literature, then discusses how 

these comparisons contribute to the research question.   

4.3.1 SWNZ and Regional Councils governance interplay.  

Results demonstrated that the SWNZ auditing criteria and regional council interplay was both weakly 

and strongly sustainable. SWNZ auditing standards are universal and weakly sustainable. However, 
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the standards encourage strong sustainability at the vineyard level by allowing growers to adapt 

their practices in ways they determine suitable for their site. Strong sustainability is also enforced at 

regional levels by both regional councils and the SWNZ requirement to comply with regional 

councils. The dual emergence of both weak and strong sustainability reflects the roles and capacities 

of institutions and actors involved in the certification scheme. NZWG needs universal standards that 

those outside the New Zealand wine industry—mainly consumers and supermarkets and other 

gatekeepers—can easily perceive and evaluate. Triple bottom line standards are better suited to 

universality, and thus bureaucratic perceivability and comparability, because they are not nuanced 

with contextualization.  

However, the SWNZ criteria need to be both perceivable to overseas actors, but also suitable to 

those wine producers seeking to fulfil the criteria. Thus, the SWNZ standards must suit specific and 

varying environmental, social, and financial contexts, but in a way that is universal, standardized, 

and easily legible. SWNZ harmonises these competing requirements in its universal but strongly 

sustainable standard of designing certain systems “to meet the characteristics of the vineyard, its 

future needs […]” (New Zealand Wine, n.d. b).  All SWNZ certified wine producers must comply with 

this requirement. However, this requirement allows strong sustainability practices as delineated by 

the vineyard and determined by the wine producer. SWNZ consists of universal, weakly sustainable 

criteria that allows for strongly sustainable practices. Thus, wine producers adapt the weak 

sustainability criteria to their specific situation, thus practicing strong sustainability. 

4.3.2 Weak and strong sustainability definitions: governance structures. 

The results of this research indicate that weak and strong sustainability definitions are not mutually 

exclusive in that triple bottom line criteria can be framed and adapted to fit within ecological 

boundaries. Taking this insight of SWNZ’s triple bottom line criteria that encourages strong 

sustainability and then applying it to the SLR reveals interesting parallels. As mentioned, the SLR 

represents a strong sustainability model in that it forms development solutions that fit within 
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specific environments and social contexts. The SLR employs participatory approaches that use local 

knowledge to determine the strengths and weaknesses of a community’s capitals, and then works 

with the community to create a solution that builds on and fosters those strengths. In this way, the 

SLR seeks to formulate solutions that fosters each of the capitals, or, in other words, win-win-win 

solutions between the various capitals. In this way, the SLR reflects the win-win-win orientation of 

weak sustainability. Also, the SLR, like SWNZ, represents an aim to have weakly sustainable solutions 

that work within specific ecological and social contexts. This parallel hints that SWNZ’s achievement 

of being both weakly and strongly sustainable may be attributed to more than just its auditing and 

governance structures, and indeed may indicate deeper, theoretical significance.  

4.3.3 Weak and strong sustainability definitions: theoretical  

Research results explored how SWNZ auditing standards and interplay with regional councils 

demonstrates that weak and strong sustainability are not mutually exclusive and can work together, 

potentially indicating a theoretical significance as well. Sustainability, and in turn sustainable 

development, is often critiqued as being a meaningless term (Pretty, 1995). While the Brundtland 

report sustainable development definition is the most commonly known sustainability definition, 

there exists a plethora of sustainability definitions (Blewitt, 2014). Some of these various 

sustainability definitions, such as weak sustainability, the Brundtland definition, and ecological 

modernism, have been criticized as not actually promoting sustainability as they allow unlimited 

economic growth (Altieri, 1989; Bakari, 2015; Hayduk, 2013; Shrivastava and Ivanova, 2015). 

Furthermore, some argue that all sustainability definitions are at least partially true, although 

corporations can use the definition that best fits their often unsustainable agendas (McCarthy and 

Prudham, 2004). Taken together, any one sustainability definition lacks clarity and significant 

meaning (Pretty, 1995).  

Sustainability was originally an ecological definition, and was defined as a system’s ability to 

maintain its capacities over time (Jacques, 2014). Increasing awareness of the degradation of 
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planetary capacities led to calls to find solutions that addressed these threats and helped civilization 

achieve this dynamic state of sustainability. This movement resulted in the conflation of the 

scientific ontology of sustainability, strategies for human action, and aspects of a sustainable society. 

To take a common example from the literature, the Brundtland report defines sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” If sustainability is, as ecology defines, a 

system’s ability to maintain its capacities over time, and sustainable development is the means to 

achieve that dynamic state (Blewitt, 2014), then sustainable development would result in 

intergenerational justice that allows for resources to maintain their capacities over time so that 

future generations could meet their own needs. Thus, intergenerational justice is an aspect of 

sustainable development, and sustainable development is the human action taken to achieve 

ecological sustainability.  

If the ecological definition of sustainability is the true definition of sustainability, then weak and 

strong sustainability definitions may reflect different aspects of the human strategy for achieving the 

same goal, but for reasons of power and capacity, are selected for purpose. The nature of both the 

state and grassroots movements limits by their capacities. As Scott explains, states need 

bureaucratically legible information in order to function as a governance entity. By the nature of the 

state, legibility precedes local suitability. Grassroots development, while suitable for specific 

locations, is difficult to scale up and often does not possess the resources of large institutions 

(Scoones, 1998). By the nature of grassroots development, suitability precedes legibility and the 

ability to apply solutions more widely. This is perhaps why literature correlates weak sustainability 

with large institutions and strong sustainability with grassroots development—each group uses the 

sustainability model that best reflects their capacities.  

However, the SWNZ audit and interplay with regional councils demonstrates not only the potential 

to harmonise between weak and strong sustainability, but also how weak and strong sustainability 
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correlate. Weak and strong sustainability definitions describe potential strategies for society to 

achieve ecological sustainability. As such, weak and strong sustainability definitions, while 

theoretical in themselves, attempt to convey practical realities and potential courses of action. Thus, 

SWNZ standards and its interplay with regional councils reflect the theoretical weak and strong 

sustainability models, which in turn reflect the practical courses of action SWNZ and regional 

councils take to achieve sustainability. Because weak and strong sustainability models reflect and 

convey practical strategies for achieving sustainability, NZWG board, wine producer and regional 

council attempts to achieve sustainability reveals relationships between the theoretical 

sustainability models and informs the how they work.  

Practical interplay between SWNZ’s weak sustainability standards, and the strong sustainability of 

wine producers and regional councils demonstrate qualities of theoretical interplay of weak and 

strong sustainability. It is because of the various capacities and roles of the various actors and 

aspects of the SWNZ, wine producer, and regional council interplay that allows for the weak and 

strong sustainability to coordinate. The SWNZ audit needs to be legible, so it uses weak sustainability 

criteria. Wine producers and regional councils need to manage practices in a way that allow for 

sustained use over time, so they use strong sustainability practices. Take any one part of the SWNZ 

interplay and harmonisation of weak and strong sustainability falls apart. While revealing the need 

for intricate coordination in order to achieve both weak and strong sustainability, the interplay 

clarifies what roles institutions and individuals play in the goal of sustainability. If sustainability is a 

system’s ability to maintain its capacities over time, and sustainable development is the human 

actions and strategies taken to achieve that dynamic goal, then where an actor or institution is in the 

human system will determine what sustainable development definition best suits them.  

This research result of weak and strong sustainability being both complementary and conflicting 

could be seen to confirm the meaninglessness of sustainability definitions. As mentioned, literature 

often argues that sustainability definitions are meaningless due to ‘greenwashing’ and to the fact 
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many sustainability definitions reflect some aspect of sustainability, even if definitions appear to 

conflict. However, it is still an apparent trend for large institutions to prefer weak sustainability, and 

for grassroots organizations to work towards strong sustainability. Indeed, the research results 

loosely suggest this. Debates about sustainability definitions continue because many definitions 

reflect some truthful aspect of sustainability, without due clarification about the distinctions 

between sustainability, sustainable practice, and aspects or qualities of sustainable practice. Thus, 

perhaps perceived conflict between weak and strong sustainability, along with many other 

sustainability and sustainable development definitions, are due to being misdefined as ‘sustainability 

definitions’ rather than ‘how humans achieve sustainability’ and ‘aspects of a sustainable 

civilization.’ These distinction would clarify how various sustainability definitions fit together in 

broader political structures, and not necessarily conflict, but rather reveal the different roles and 

capacities of institutions and individuals in achieving sustainability.  

4.3.4 SWNZ comparative voluntary reports: knowledge creation.  

As explored in the literature review, both sustainability and mētis are difficult to translate into 

universal, standardized formats. Scott describes mētis as the knowledge that comes through 

practical experience, and the more abstract yet precise knowledge of the state as episteme and 

techne (1998: 6, 319). Because mētis is a rich, subtle knowledge gained through practical experience, 

it is difficult to translate into the strict rigors of episteme and techne. Sustainability has faced similar 

difficulties of being translated into a universal measurement due to its multifaceted, dynamic 

nature. Thus, the state’s need to translate local realities into bureaucratically and universally legible 

formats has thwarted its ability to perceive, define, and measure mētis and sustainability. Grassroots 

sustainable development methods like the SLR work around this dilemma by directly involving the 

individuals for whom the development is intended, using their rich mētis to establish a community’s 

strengths and weaknesses and formulate appropriate development solutions. 
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In light of the literature, the SWNZ comparative reports represent an interesting example of using 

wine producer knowledge to create a sustainability proxy. Determining and measuring sustainability 

is notoriously difficult to measure directly. However, via voluntary questions on SWNZ’s 

Sustainability Dashboard, wine producers can put in data on their input, energy, and water use and 

receive reports that compare their practices to other wine producers in similar contexts. Based on 

this information, wine producers can determine what is best sustainable practice for their situation 

and adjust their practices accordingly. Thus, in light of the difficulties of measuring sustainability, the 

SWNZ reports provide a sustainability proxy based on a contextualized ideal of input use formulated 

by means of the information provided by wine producers.  

Applying Scott’s understanding of mētis, episteme, and techne provides further insight into the 

dynamics of these voluntary reports. Reports collect the practical knowledge of wine producers. This 

collected practical knowledge is then translated into graphs. The graphs provide insight into an 

individual wine producer’s practices by comparing them to other wine producers in similar contexts. 

The reports exhibit the abstracted representation of wine producers’ collected practical knowledge, 

and represent an episteme based on contextual comparison produced from the mētis of wine 

producers. The reports collect mētis, translate it into episteme, and then, based on the collective 

mētis, produce strong sustainability proxies by comparing practices between similar contexts. 

However, interviewees reported that the reports, while improving, fail to provide significant insight 

as the comparisons need to be more contextualized. This complaint reflects the difficulty in 

translating the subtle practical knowledge of mētis into more general, abstract episteme and techne. 

Interviewees reported that the SWNZ voluntary questions are being updated to collect more 

information so that the resulting comparison with be more contextualized and therefore useful to 

wine producers. Thus, the reports are collecting additional mētis to render sustainability proxies 

more legible.  
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4.3.5 Reports and cognitive pressures.  

While interviewees reported that the SWNZ reports needed to provide more contextualized 

comparisons in order to be meaningful, the reports compare an individual wine producer to other 

wine producers in similar contexts. As such, these reports aim to clarify to wine producers what is 

best practice to their specific environmental context. Interestingly, cognitive pressures may be 

playing a role in these reports, especially if the updates provide more accurate and meaningful 

comparisons. Sinha and Akoorie (2010) argue that the most important motivator in the uptake of 

sustainable practices on New Zealand wineries is cognitive pressures. Sinha and Akoorie define 

cognitive pressures as a mimetic pressure where decision makers imitate organizations they 

perceive as more successful. Cognitive pressures stem from an organization’s need to conform to or 

be consistent with the cognitive structures of society. Cognitive institutions reflect the shared 

procedures that develop within an industry over time, and can be compared with the underlying 

beliefs about appropriate actions that are perceived as non-negotiable. These cognitive pressures, 

however, are only accepted when they align with personal values of the decision makers. Decision 

makers discriminate between external signals that are relevant and irrelevant. Thus, when external 

signals are congruent with a decision maker’s personal values, they are considered more relevant 

and therefore more likely to be acted on. 

The conclusions of the 2010 Sinha and Akoorie study are interesting in light of 1) growing 

philosophies clearly having an important role in which certifications the interviewees enrolled in and 

2) the use of comparative benchmarks in improving winegrowing practices. The benchmarks in the 

reporting demonstrate who is conducting ‘good’ winegrowing practices, and how the grower 

compares to ‘good’ winegrowers. Thus, the reports appear to emphasize and clarify cognitive 

pressures and, with changes to the SWNZ reporting, may influence growers to improve their growing 

practices on what they feel is best practice. 
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Interview 1.4 stated that the SWNZ reports aimed to give the SWNZ certification scheme value to 

wine producers. Interviewees emphasised how they valued improving their wine producing 

practices. Thus, the reports—in their updated, more contextualized form—may be help wine 

producers achieve their goal of improvement by clarifying what is best practice for their specific 

context. NZWG’s strategy to increase SWNZ’s value to wine producers reflects the key role of 

cognitive pressures and motivation to improve in the sustainability practices in the New Zealand 

wine industry. If wine producers only valued SWNZ certification as a means of increasing profits and 

gaining greater access to overseas markets (what Sinha and Akoorie call ‘strategic pressures’), the 

SWNZ reports would be worthless. Thus, the fact that NZWG is aiming to increase SWNZ’s value 

through better reporting reflects the importance New Zealand wine producers place on improving 

their sustainable practices.  

4.3.6 Neoliberal macro/micro division.  

One unexpected finding from the research was a clarification in apparent contradictions in the 

literature as to whether the New Zealand wine industry could be classified as neoliberal. NZWG 

promotes neoliberal policies and institutions, and also uses sustainability certification as means of 

preserving market access and marketing (see sections 1.5.3, 1.5.4, and 1.5.5). However, this 

neoliberal orientation contrasts with multiple studies that argue that the wine industry’s sustainable 

practices and certifications motivated not by marketing and financial concerns, but by social and 

environmental values (Dodds et al., 2013; Gabzdylova et al., 2009; Hall and Baird, 2014; Marshall et 

al., 2010; Sinha and Akoorie, 2010). This research’s results clarified this contradiction by establishing 

a division between macro and micro levels in the New Zealand wine industry, with NZWG presenting 

neoliberal characteristics at the macro level, and interviewees lacking neoliberal characteristics at 

the micro level.  
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4.3.7 Neoliberal mechanisms do not uniformly produce neoliberal effects: parallels to 

Higgins et al.’s study   

Higgins et al.’s  2008 study environmentally certified beef producers in Victoria, Australia 

demonstrates many parallels to this research’s results, particularly the division between the 

neoliberal mechanisms of certification and the neoliberal values of farmers. In the wake of European 

food scares, the Australian government developed process standard called Environmental 

Management Systems (EMS) to certify the ‘clean and green’ status of agricultural exports (2008: 

1776). EMS is based on the International Standard, ISO 14001. In the late 1990s, Gippsbeef, a 

producer alliance, in an effort to meet future market demands, applied for federal funding in order 

to establish an EMS and associated ecolabel, later known as Environmeat.  The National Framework 

for EMS in Agriculture reflects the neoliberal orientation of both the Australian government and its 

intended use as a market mechanism in that it is intended to sustain or increase international 

market access within the framework of World Trade Organisation rules (2008: 1780). Higgins et al.’s 

interview results with Gippsland beef farmers also concluded that the EMS based on the ISO 14001 

was a successful instrument for extending neoliberal hegemony to the local level. EMS contributed 

to neoliberal subjectivities and processes at the farm level. Examples of these neoliberal 

manifestations included farmers using the EMS to “compete more effectively in domestic and 

international markets, pre-empt tougher environmental regulations by public and private agencies in 

Australia and overseas, and prospectively gain a premium price for their meat.” (2008: 1783).  

However, the EMS also aligned with farmers’ philosophies and formalised their practices in a way 

that empowered them to achieve and progress in their goals environmental goals. The EMS 

complemented farmers’ existing goals. Farmers used the EMS to strategically build on their goals 

and used opportunities provided by the EMS to undertake actions that aligned with their own agri-

environmental values and practices (2008: 1783). Higgins et al. stated that “[a] common view of 

producers was that ‘the EMS was really just spelling out the philosophy I already had… So 

philosophically it was in line with what I was already doing. It just reinforced it.’ (F04-m).” (2008: 
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1781). The EMS formalised farmers’ practices and provided a more holistic and accurate view of 

their farms. The improved documentation required by the EMS helped farmers prioritise, manage 

and plan the environmental issues on their farm. This equipped them the formal capacity to pursue 

continue environmental improvement (2008: 1782).  Higgins et al. reported one interviewee stating, 

“We didn’t find a lot of things that we were not doing correctly, but it was nice to see that list of best 

management practices and actually comparing yourself to those and seeing if there were things that 

you could improve and it made us actually document the things we were doing.” (F17-f). Thus, the 

EMS commensurated with farmer values, and through documentation and a rubric of best practices, 

clarified farmer priorities and helped farmers’ achieve their aim of environmental improvement.  

Based on the fact this ostensibly neoliberal mechanism empowered farmers’ ability to realise their 

environmental goals, Higgins et al. concluded: 

 “[J]ust because EMS is deployed as a mechanism of neoliberal rule, this does not mean that 

it produces uniformly neoliberal effects. [...] The achievement of [farmers’] economic goals 

was mediated by farmers’ existing beliefs, values and practices, which placed a high value on 

conservation and environmentally sustainable management. [...] [N]eoliberal mechanisms of 

agri-environmental governing -- such as EMS -- do not simply have neoliberal outcomes, 

especially when adopted by producers with a pre-existing commitment to conservation and 

environmental improvement.” (1783).  

In light of the many parallels between Higgins et al.’s research and this one, Higgins et al.'s 

distinction between neoliberal mechanisms and neoliberal outcomes as mediated by pre-existing 

values presents a reasonable explanation for the neoliberal macro and micro division in the New 

Zealand wine industry. NZWG uses environmental certification as a neoliberal mechanism for 

neoliberal reasons. This research and previous studies confirm the ubiquity and prevalence of 

environmental values in the New Zealand wine industry. These motivations and values mediate the 

neoliberal outcome of the neoliberal mechanism of environmental certification. In the case of New 

Zealand, this distinction is sharpened due to environmental certification feeling like a requirement. 

Higgins et al.’s interviewees concluded that EMS promoted neoliberal realities at the local level as 
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those that enrolled in EMS did so in part for neoliberal reasons, such as gaining and ensuring 

domestic and international market access and profiting from a premium price for environmentally 

certified meat.  Unlike Higgins et al.’s interviewees, both this research and previous studies confirm 

that market and financial benefits were not a major motivator for New Zealand wine producers in 

their uptake and sustainability practices. Furthermore, wine producers are sceptical that 

environmental certification leads to any significant marketing and financial benefits (Dodds et al., 

2013; Gabzdyolova et al., 2009; Hall and Baird, 2014; Marshall et al., 2010; Sinha and Akoorie, 2010). 

Thus, the ‘neoliberal motivations’ demonstrated in Higgins et al.’s study are absent in the New 

Zealand wine industry, further distinguishing the difference between neoliberal mechanisms and 

neoliberal outcomes in the New Zealand wine industry.  

4.4 Importance of these Findings 

Through both its own efforts and in conjunction with other literature, this research was able to 

provide a variety of insights. This research was the first study to explore how the New Zealand wine 

industry could help inform how to better accomplish sustainable development in light of the conflict 

between top-down, one-size-fits-all governance practices; neoliberal hegemony; and weak and 

strong sustainability. In this endeavour, this research identified the interplay between SWNZ and 

regional council resource management, and in doing so, outlined how weak and strong sustainability 

models can work together institutionally and theoretically. This insight into the relationships 

between weak and strong sustainability and their correlation to institutional capacity clarified 

sustainability definitions and, in turn, institutional and individual roles in achieving sustainable 

development.  

This research also resulted in a number of incidental insights not originally sought by the research 

question. This research recognizes the voluntary SWNZ reports as an interesting example of 

knowledge creation and measuring sustainability, in that the reports use collective mētis to create a 

contextualized episteme of strong sustainability proxies. This research also identified the importance 
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of philosophical concerns in interviewees’ sustainability practices, thus confirming and exploring 

trends from previous studies. Furthermore, because of the macro and micro level analysis of 

interviewee responses, this research--in conjunction with Higgins et al.’s research—explained 

apparent contradictions in the literature that described the New Zealand wine industry’s 

sustainability practices as being a neoliberal means of market access and marketing on the one 

hand, and a reflection of not financial and marketing aims, but of environmental and social values on 

the other.   

4.5 Limitations  

Because this research asks questions largely unexplored by previous literature, this study was only 

intended exploratory. Thus, limitations to generalisability are inherent to the design of the research. 

Snowball sampling may bias results, as individuals interested in explaining their environmental 

practices are more likely to want to be interviewed. Interviewee sampling aimed to represent a 

diversity of viewpoints. The drawback to this aim is that sometimes only one interviewee 

represented a particular viewpoint (e.g., one grape grower, one Demeter certification, one 

CarboNZero certification). Also, perspectives from Asure Quality and ISO 14001 are not represented, 

although attempts were made to contact potential interviewees enrolled in these certifications. This 

research can only suggest rather than confirm conclusive evidence. However,  the purpose of this 

research was to explore the dynamics of sustainable practices in the New Zealand wine industry and 

potentially discover a basis and direction for more conclusive future research; in this effort, this 

research was successful.  

4.6 Practical Implications – What does this research teach us about how to save the 

world?   

This research suggests that some sustainability definitions –like weak and strong sustainability—

reflect institutional capacities and limitations in their role of achieving sustainable development. In 

this way, this research into SWNZ and its interplay with regional councils revealed three ways in 
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which weak and strong sustainability can correlate. The aspect of weak sustainability can be 

established at the macro level through one-size-fits-all, equally weighted environmental, social, and 

financial sustainability criteria. Strong sustainability can be subsequently promoted three main ways. 

Firstly, criteria can require individuals to consider the appropriateness of their practices to their 

specific environmental needs. Secondly, in instances where a governance body determines and 

manages the sustainable use of resources, requiring compliance with those governance bodies 

ensures the sustainable use of those resources at that particular scale (e.g. regional). Thirdly, the 

capacity for individuals wanting to achieve sustainability goals can be empowered through the 

provision and creation of information regarding best practice. While three separate pathways to 

fostering strong sustainability within a weakly sustainable framework, SWNZ’s interplay with 

regional councils demonstrated that, at least within the context of New Zealand, all three methods 

can be simultaneously accomplished.   

This research, when considered in conjunction with Higgins et al.’s study, tentatively confirms the 

optimism of such positions of ecological modernism in that neoliberal mechanisms do not 

necessarily result in neoliberal outcomes and therefore could be useful in achieving sustainable 

development. The exploitive nature of neoliberalism is not inherently solved by the SWNZ audit or 

its interplay with regional council resource management (Altieri, 1989; Bakari, 2015). However, the 

research does suggest that the use of neoliberal mechanisms is not inherently exploitive. This 

determining factor appears to be not the mechanism itself, but the people using it. Furthermore, 

because of the distinction between mechanisms and outcomes, neoliberal mechanisms such as 

environmental certification can be used as a way of translating sustainability into forms and that—

via the market—connect to other people with sustainable values. However, this is only speculative, 

and whether or not this is the case in the New Zealand wine industry could be an avenue for future 

research.  
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The SWNZ’s voluntary reports, which present an interesting example of knowledge creation, could 

provide a potential new way to determine ‘best practice.’ Top-down development typically uses 

techne and episteme knowledge to create tools and solutions and then applies them universally. For 

example, in the case of the Green Revolution, researchers created an episteme and techne of 

agricultural best practice in the form of package agriculture which was then, with the assistance of 

the state, delivered down to farmers, consequently replacing their farming practices and to some 

extent rendering their mētis null (Dahlberg, 1979; Glaeser, 1987; Oasa, 1987; Pearse, 1980). The 

SWNZ voluntary reports contrast this classic development method. Instead, the sustainability 

dashboard collects wine producer mētis, translates it into an episteme into the form of a graph, then 

delivers the episteme to the wine producers. Based on this information, wine producers can then 

determine their own techne or best practice. However, while this is an example of collected mētis 

being used by farmers to create their own episteme and techne, the wider practical implications are 

unclear.  

4.7 Priorities for Future Research  

As an exploratory study, this research aimed to explore a potential basis and prioritise future lines of 

research. While many dynamics were identified in this study, the purpose underpinning the research 

questions was to understand how to better achieve sustainable development. To that end, the 

(arguably) most unique and informative aspects of SWNZ and its interplay with regional councils is 

how a weakly sustainable framework fostered and obliged strong sustainability, and how wine 

producer philosophical concerns and environmental and social values affect the outcomes of SWNZ 

certification.  

Thus, going forward, a wider survey of wine producers would confirm that the twelve interviews 

conducted during this research are a representative sample. While it is unlikely that the twelve 

interviewees represent a unique subset, a more comprehensive canvas would establish more 

conclusive results.  
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Investigating how winegrowers achieve strong sustainability and the role of the voluntary reports in 

determining both environmental sustainability and wine producer goals would provide greater 

insight into how strong sustainability works and how and if those methods might be replicated in 

other settings both in agriculture and other industries. Research into how SWNZ specifically reflects 

statecraft by using interested, documentary, static, aggregate, and standardized information would 

provide greater and more conclusive insight into how the New Zealand wine industry can inform 

sustainable development dynamics.  

Furthermore, the importance of wine producers’ environmental values and philosophical concerns in 

achieving strong sustainability and creating the dual dynamic of SWNZ being neoliberal at a macro 

but not a micro level presents an important line of inquiry. These dynamics lead to the questions of 

why, as an industry, wine producers are more motivated by philosophical than marketing concerns. 

Future research exploring whether philosophy plays such a prominent role in other industries—and 

if so or if not, why—would provide insight into broader socioeconomic and cultural influences 

affecting these dynamics. Potential explanations for this environmental concern include the culture 

influence on wine in the New Zealand context, where historically, culture played a more prominent 

role in influencing New Zealand wine production than the historical colonial economic connections 

of other New Zealand products (Dalley, 2014; Howland, 2014; Mabbett, 1998; Stewart, 2010). The 

fact wine is a high-end, final product rather than a mass-produced, low-end commodity may also 

influence the drive for environmental improvement (Sinha and Akoorie, 2010). If this were the case, 

there may be a distinction between the wine industry and other industries such as dairy, but also 

potentially between grape-growers and wine producers.  Insights from these lines of research will 

inform how the SWNZ and regional council interplay works and how it could potentially be 

replicated in different contexts. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This research investigated if the interplay between SWNZ and regional council resource 

management was top-down, one-size-fits-all, neoliberal, and weakly and strongly sustainable. This 

question was asked in order to increase understanding on how to better achieve sustainable 

development initiatives that are divided by apparently conflicting methods. The research showed 

that, yes, SWNZ and regional council interplay was an example of a weakly sustainable, one-size-fits-

all audit, implemented in a top-down manner for neoliberal reasons, but fostered and obliged strong 

sustainability by requiring compliance with regional councils, directing wine producers to consider 

the needs of their local environments, and providing comparative reports on input use. SWNZ 

demonstrated different ways strong sustainability can correlate to weak sustainability. This insight 

clarified the connections between sustainability definitions, demonstrating the sustainability 

definitions reflect the different roles that institutions and individuals play in the pursuit of 

sustainability via sustainable development. This research also identified the voluntary reports 

provided through the SWNZ sustainability dashboard as a tool for facilitating strong sustainability 

and as an interesting example of knowledge creation. Specifically, the reports created an episteme 

informed by collected wine producer mētis that aimed to help wine producers develop a best 

practice techne. Interviews illuminated environmental values and philosophical concerns as a key 

driver in wine producers’ pursuit of environmental improvement. Furthermore, philosophical 

motivations also mediated the outcomes of the neoliberal mechanism of SWNZ and neoliberal 

orientation of the NZWG, consequently explaining apparent contrasts in the literature review. This 

research provides insights into potential implications for sustainable development, and based on 

these insights, prioritises lines of future research on how the New Zealand wine industry could 

further this understanding. These suggestions direct future research to consider how wine producers 

achieve strong sustainability and the role the voluntary reports play in that goal, and also why the 

wine industry so clearly demonstrates environmental values and philosophical concerns. These lines 
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of research would provide additional insights into how to pursue development in ways that achieve 

the dynamically stable goal of sustainable human systems. 
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6. Appendix A: Weak Sustainability Definitions and Development 

Institutions 

 

The capitals version of weak sustainability is not widely used or employed by major development 

institutions, although they do use the more general weak sustainability definition (Blewitt, 2014; 

Hamilton and Hartwick, 2014; Pretty, 2008; Stern, 1997). The Rio Declaration loosely used the 

Brundtland definition and emphasized that “development must be fulfilled so as to equitably meet 

developmental and environmental needs of present and future generations.” (United Nations, 1992b: 

Principle 3). While following declarations mentioned intergenerational justice, they largely espoused 

weak sustainability definitions. For example, the 2002 Johannesburg Declaration uses the three pillars 

definition in their statement, “a collective responsibility to advance and strengthen the 

interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development—economic 

development, social development and environmental protection […]” (United Nations, 2002, as 

quoted in Kates et al., 2005: 12). Other UN declarations use triple bottom line definitions of 

sustainability. In The Rio Document: The Future We Want, heads of states and governments declare 

their commitment to ensure “the promotion of an economically, socially and environmentally 

sustainable future for our planet and for present and future generations.” (United Nations, 2012) They 

further state, “We therefore acknowledge the need to further mainstream sustainable development 

at all levels, integrating economic, social and environmental aspects and recognizing their 

interlinkages, so as to achieve sustainable development in all its dimensions.” (United Nations, 2012) 

The United Nations Millennium Development Declaration “reaffirm[s] our support for the principles of 

sustainable development, including those set out in Agenda 21, agreed upon at the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development.” (United Nations, 2000a: Section IV, Paragraph 22). 

Agenda 21 adheres to a triple bottom line sustainability definition, by stating a belief in the 

“integration of environment and development concerns and greater attention to them will lead to the 
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fulfilment of basic needs, improved living standards for all, better protected and managed ecosystems 

and a safer, more prosperous future.” (United Nations, 1992a). These definitions acknowledge 

environmental, social, and economic concerns as a part of sustainable development, but do not 

attempt to explain how they relate or describe them as interchangeable capitals. This best fits the 

broader weak sustainability definition.  
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