
 

Glyphosate 2020 – No public exposures: 

[3] Just Ban it – for Non-Toxic Neighbourhoods!  

 Local & regional councils can act now. 

In 2019 the Local Government New Zealand voted for 

councils to ‘consider using environmentally friendly 

weed control methods’. While this signals a shift, it is 

politically weak, as it does not explicitly require 

reduction of public and environmental exposures to 

commonly used toxic herbicides.  

It’s simple  - ban it in public spaces. 

However, Soil and Health consider that there are a 

range of political forces at play that highlight 

‘economic’ incentives, that erode elected members 

resolve. When this happens, even cities that have 

spray-free or glyphosate-free Christchurch and 

Auckland, slowly but surely revert back to 

glyphosate-based herbicides spraying regimes. This is 

because there is strong political pressure on cities to 

use a cheap effective chemical and maintain a neat 

and tidy environment. 

Public authorities have management structures and 

operational cultures that create barriers that 

complicate consultation and residents efforts to shift 

operations away from chemical spray management 

of parks, pathways and roadside. These structures 

and cultures are repeated in local and regional 

councils throughout Aotearoa. They create barriers 

to long term change. These barriers retain a status 

quo of chemical operations that defaults to chemical 

weed treatment. 

The following issues have been observed across 

Auckland, Christchurch and the Bay of Plenty: 

1. Councils depend on regulatory assurance to 

claim safety, yet regulatory science is outdated 

2.  ‘Neat & tidy’, rather than ‘natural’ levels of 

service create a ‘straight-jacket’ for operators 

3. Advocacy groups can’t access financials to 

compare costs between different methods 

4. Tenders hidden by confidentiality agreements 

5. Dominant contractors hide sub-contract costs 

6. Chemical-free requires a different mind-set that 

is challenging to existing operators 

7. Externalities (such as exposures to children, 

accidents, or runoff into freshwater) are not built 

into contractor quotes 

8. Many herbicides including glyphosate last much 

longer in the environment than the temporary 

barriers or warnings erected by sprayers. 

9. Toxicity from mixture effects are ignored by 

councils and by the regulators they defer to. 

10. Purposes of and intent of legislation to protect 

health and the environment, cannot be fulfilled if 

lower down regulations result in knowledge gaps 

Local, regional authorities use glyphosate-based 

herbicides (GBH), often mixed with other herbicides 

and chemicals in public spaces. The safety of these 

operations are contested by both scientists and civil 

society. In repeated instances, residents find that 

decision-making is structured away from democratic 

spaces, and conventions restrict public access to 

financial details. These factors reduce the capacity 

for public contestation. In addition, the published 

scientific literature is actively ignored by regulators 

who claim current exposures are safe. Yet already 

established chemical limits are not monitored to 

provide the scientific evidence that might show 

harmful exposure levels.  

Therefore, by default, rather than by the best 

scientific practice, or through democratic 

consultation - herbicides continue to be applied in 

public parks, and along footpaths and roadsides. 

Transparency, or lack of it, perpetuates barriers 

which benefit the status quo and actively prevents 

transition to non-chemical management, throughout 

the regions of New Zealand. It can be very difficult for 

citizen coalitions to maintain long-term resolve.  

This document also contains as an example the case 

study of Auckland. 

https://www.lgnz.co.nz/news-and-media/2019-media-releases/local-government-debates-remits-at-agm/
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Repeated key issues which create 

barriers to change: 

1. Elected representatives and council staff ‘take 

our direction from the relevant scientific 

authorities’.  

Firstly, public servants claim that current herbicide 

use is safe. Elected representatives and staff quote 

the NZEPA’s claim of safety, noting ‘there is not 

sufficient evidence to warrant a reassessment’; and 

insisting that they are in alignment with international 

regulatory bodies . These claims are heavily 

contested by both international and New Zealand 

based scientists, as well as civil society. NZEPA has 

proven non-responsive to ongoing criticisms that the 

published scientific literature demonstrates 

glyphosate herbicides, and the herbicide mixtures 

tank mixed with glyphosate, are worryingly toxic, 

especially to vulnerable groups such as babies and 

children, and that mixtures increase risk.  

As Soil and Health have discussed in Part 1, private 

chemical industry studies form the backbone of the 

international regulatory assessments the NZEPA 

relies on for continued authorisation of glyphosate 

and associated herbicides, in the public domain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The decision to only use and refer to studies supplied 

by the chemical industry, as the rational to legitimise 

ongoing public exposures to these herbicides is a 

political decision, rather than a scientific decision. 

Secondly, staff can also claim regional use fully 
complies with NZS 8409:204. The NZS 8409:204 
sounds authoritative, however the standards requires 
that tolerable exposure limits (TELs) or 
environmental exposure limits (EELs) are not 
exceeded in sensitive areas. Sensitive areas include 
residential buildings, school buildings, public places 
and amenity areas where people congregate, public 
roads, water bodies, public water supply catchments, 
sensitive crops or farming systems (eg.organic), 
wetlands, indigenous vegetation habitat areas and 
reserves. Despite the technology available 
internationally, there is not tech commonly available 
to the public nor to public servants to easily and 
affordably test these areas. In effect, the TELs and 
EELs are never monitored. 

Making chemical testing affordable in the public 
interest has not been a priority of government 
departments, at central, region or local level, even 
though the technology exists. No New Zealand 
council undertakes scientific testing of parks or 
roadsides to establish if TEL or EEL limits have been 
exceeded. Therefore the manual remains toothless 

THE MAZE OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT

1. Deference to 
outdated regulatory 

science

2. Straight jacket 
levels of service              

'neat & tidy'

3. Hidden financial 
data - year after year

4. Confidentiality 
agreements hide 

information

5. Sub-contracts hide 
information - hard for 

small startups

6. Chemical-free 
requires different 

culture (seed bank)

7. Externalities & 
accidents not 

included in quotes

8. Residues last much 
longer in the 

environment - never 
tested

9. Extra toxicity from 
mixture effects 

ignored

10. Legislation 
demanding health is 
protected is eroded

COMPLEXITIES ERODE 
POLITICAL RESOLVE

https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
https://www.epa.govt.nz/news-and-alerts/latest-news/use-of-glyphosate-in-new-zealand/
https://www.epa.govt.nz/news-and-alerts/latest-news/use-of-glyphosate-in-new-zealand/
https://organicnz.org.nz/campaigns/
https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
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and unable to protect the public while the EELs and 
TELs are not monitored nor controlled.  

2. Levels of service help keep the straight-jacket 

of chemical use.  

Levels of service are the guidelines contractors must 

work to when budgeting and bidding for contracts. 

Levels of service specify the maximum height grass 

may grow to, or where vegetation is permitted and 

what will be considered a weed. For example, if 

vegetation is not permitted around the base of a tree 

or signage above 400mm, the contractor must ensure 

this does not happen.  

Levels of service can be changed and are not set in 

stone. Acceptance of this requires a cultural 

adjustment. Over 900 villages in France are ‘weedy’ 

because herbicides are not used.  

In Aotearoa levels of service are not easily accessible 

to the public, yet they are closely tied to negotiations 

for contracts. The levels of service play a critical part 

when contractors are tendering.  

Current council and NZTA cultures require neat 

appearances at all times. This is not necessarily 

compatible with public safety. Levels of service can 

directly impact safety, for example roadside visibility. 

However, many people consider current levels of 

service are predominantly cosmetic, and that they 

could be altered so that requirements on council 

contractors are less onerous. This might result in a 

more ‘natural’ or ‘weedy’ look. This does not reduce 

tourism numbers, nor impact public safety.  

If levels of service were less onerous, mechanical 

edging over the growing season might result in a ‘less 

neat’ look, but would still ensure barriers and signs 

could be displayed and safety would not be 

compromised. Many roadsides in Europe are messy, 

with weeds growing around roadside signs and 

barriers, but as long as reflectors and barriers are 

visible (which is different from neat and tidy), road 

safety is not compromised.   

3. Financial comparisons are kept out of the 

public arena.  

Councils have been reluctant to publicly publish cost 

comparisons between professional non-chemical 

operators who have worked long-term and chemical 

applicators (see Auckland case study below).  While 

staff contend this is because of the difficulty of 

comparing like with like, such an argument also work 

in favour of shifting to non-chemical means, if the 

difference were negligible. 

 However long-term non-chemical operators in 

Auckland consider their quotes are comparable to 

herbicide spraying operations over the long term. 

They consider that by keeping the financial benefits 

outside of the public arena, other councils remain in 

the dark and the myth of non-chemical costs are 

perpetuated. Yet because of commercial 

confidentiality agreements, these claims can never 

be confirmed in the public arena. This problem is 

exacerbated by the fact that there has only been one 

contractor consistently operating in New Zealand, so 

there has been no capacity for this skill set to arise in 

other regions of New Zealand, which might contest 

chemical contractors. Thus newer operators may not 

have the benefit of long term experience, and incur 

costs due to inexperience, which reinforces the 

claims that herbicide spraying is an essential practice. 

4. Tenders are hidden from the public.  

Councils will not publish tenders, not even the 

content of a tender with the financial estimation 

redacted (marked out). Tendering may also be 

contained to a specific council department, eg. in 

‘procurement’ so for example, parks managers may 

not be involved, or may not have access to all 

information. Over time different operators quote 

differently, or council boundaries of control may 

change, creating further difficulties in analysis. 

However, there are comparisons that can still be 

made. Roadside quotes are by the kilometre, and 

while they may be for, for example, only mowing, or 

mowing and asset care (eg.bus shelters and 

pathways) – analysis could easily be undertaken, if 

the pricing was published.  

5. Dominant contractors can create barriers to 

new chemical-free competition.  

Often a dominant contractor may sub-contract a 

spray-free contractor, however the pricing structure 

may be hidden inside the total contract and so 

council staff cannot clearly understand potential cost 

benefits. Dominant contractors may have ‘a go’ at 

spray-free application, but because the margins may 

https://www.villes-et-villages-sans-pesticides.fr/
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12237316
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be narrower, or they may not have a sufficient skill 

that prioritises seed bank management (see (6)) as a 

long term chemical-free strategy, they are not likely 

to champion the chemical-free alternative. 

6. Chemical-free management requires a 

different mindset.  

If conventional chemical applicators directly 

transition, for example to pine-oil or fatty acid 

control, often they will expect the same result as a 

synthetic chemical herbicide. There are two 

problems with this method. Firstly, it is impossible for 

these formulations to work just like (eg.) Roundup - 

they are not as toxic, nor do they have the same 

residual toxicity (so preventing new weeds come up 

over the following weeks). Secondly, they are much 

more expensive. These combined traits set up 

transition to fail and the public to become outraged 

by the cost.  

Non-chemical methods require management that 

strategically manages weed seed production over the 

growing period and designs built and vegetation 

environments that reduce weed issues. Sustainable 

weed management focusses on keeping the seed 

bank down, which in turn reduces weed growth. A 

non-chemical contractor often integrates mechanical 

operations with, for example hot water or foam - to 

specifically reduce the seed bank and time 

operations around killing weeds at an early 

(vulnerable) stage. This requires long term thought – 

a form of biological husbandry - to manage the 

seedbank over the growing season. It requires 

acknowledgment that seedbanks reduction requires 

years of integrated management. A seedbank will not 

reduce in one year.  Current quoting parameters do 

not allow for this, conventional parameters rely on a 

spray and walk away methodology that is not 

integrative. 

This problem was observed in a recent PWC analysis 

of Auckland chemical-free contracts. The analysis 

assumed that many separate ‘runs’ along a roadside 

were taken by the chemical-free contractor, 

amounting to a greater expense, when in fact the 

contractor, because no toxic herbicide was applied, 

mowed and applied hotwater/foam treatment at the 

same time. Costs were more expensive per 

kilometre, but with less runs, the overall cost could 

be seen to be competitive. 

In addition to the cultural challenge, if council staff or 

elected representatives consult with operators 

outside the local region, this may be threatening to 

long established relationships in the local 

environment. It is important that this is navigated 

sensitively. Local operators expressing goodwill and 

clear intention to shift to chemical-free regimes must 

be supported. Loyalty to existing operators can be 

compatible with bringing external operators as 

transition agents or consultants to assist with this 

shift.   

 

7. Externalities are not costed into the system.  

Run-off in stormwater of urban pesticides is a 

recognised pollutant of marine and freshwater 

environments, and constant exposure from ongoing 

sprays result in resistance and selection pressures 

which can negatively impact agricultural herbicide 

use.  

Frequently councils are faced with the staff time and 

resourcing costs of dealing with problems that arise 

as of contested dramas because the public areas are 

exposed to toxic chemicals. This staff time remains 

outside the chemical contract quote. This includes 

suspected bee and pollinator deaths; cancers and 

illnesses in pets; complaints after spraying occurs just 

before rainfall or near assets used by children (eg.bus 

stop); restrictions on the mobility people with 

multiple chemical sensitivity (some people can’t 

leave their house after recent spraying); accidents 

where public areas are sprayed before major events 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/95361578/bee-poisonings-evoke-community-action
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-14/debilitating-disease-leaving-australians-allergic-to-chemicals/9546422
https://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/89907959/children-dance-on-weedkiller-auckland-council-says-its-perfectly-safe
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or near schools; infant and childhood exposures that 

increase risk of chronic disease; and the potential for 

chronic herbicide exposures to encourage antibiotic 

resistance.  

Further, there is evidence roadside sprays may not 

only contribute to herbicide resistance, but 

exacerbate roadside erosion as lacking groundcover 

with stabilising roots, roadside soil can erode and 

lead to deterioration of tar seal and clog drains. 

Roadsides mown four times over the growing period 

may still provide a safe environment, but may not 

look as neat as our culture has come to expect. 

Threaded through these instances are the human 

rights implications of, in particular, exposures of 

foetuses, infants and children, but also to people 

with multiple chemical sensitivities. There is also the 

issue of fairness, North Shore residents may have 

chemical free practices, but South Auckland residents 

are surrounded by chemical management regimes. 

Less stringent levels of service may make it easier for 

council contractors to shift away from chemical 

regimes that can result in applicators being at high 

risk for developing testicular or prostate cancer and 

non-Hodgkins lymphoma. Similarly, the applications 

to drains are not monitored, nor are downstream 

catchments, for the specific herbicides used by 

council and NZTA contractors.  

8. How long do residues last in playgrounds or 

foot paths? 

We don’t know. It depends. Signage cannot correlate 

with how long glyphosate-based herbicides stay 

active (toxic) for. Urban contractors may keep 

signage in place for 48 hours to prevent re-entry into 

the sprayed area after spraying for weeds but current 

scientific understanding is that glyphosate lasts much 

longer. The notion that a public area will be ‘safe for 

re-entry’ even a few days after a herbicide spray 

cannot be proven without laboratory analysis of the 

existing vegetation and soil matter. 

Roadside applications do not tend to be advised. The 

result is that rural children can easily walk home after 

the bus drops them off, alongside the road in the 

drain, without realising the contractor sprayed a 

couple of hours before. 

Glyphosate’s persistence in soil is dependent on 

temperature, humidity, soil type, microbiological 

activity, light, phosphorous levels, mineral content 

and soil type (Székács & Darvas, 2012). GBHs are 

more likely to persist in the environment, for 

example, in cold, dry areas with low soil biological 

activity. This may explain why glyphosate has been 

detected in Otago groundwater (Close & Humphries, 

2019). Glyphosate is less likely to bind to soils with a 

high phosphate content, and can pollute nearby 

water systems. Freshwater microorganisms where 

phosphate fertilisers have polluted waterbodies, 

appear less able to degrade glyphosate. 

Glyphosate can adsorb to soil particles (eg. clay 

minerals). Its breakdown metabolite AMPA is more 

mobile, and is more likely to contaminate freshwater 

and groundwater. While it is difficult to assess how 

long glyphosate will remain active in soil, a half-life 

(DT50 – the time it takes for half the initial amount 

applied to disintegrate) of 143.3 days for glyphosate 

and 514.9 days for AMPA are assumed (EFSA, 2013). 

9. Extra toxicity in formulation and mixtures 

Weed resistance is increasing, and applicators 

increasingly use concentrated chemical cocktail 

mixes to compensate for resistance problems. GBHs 

and other herbicides (such as metsulfuron-methyl) 

and so-called ‘inert’ organosilicon surfactants are 

tank mixed in order to kill the largest range of weeds 

and account for resistance to weeds (resistance is a 

growing problem).  These mixtures are commonly 

sprayed by regional or local councils or the NZTA 

along roads and highways. Roadside sprays can also 

be applied along and in drains; at the base of signage 

and roadside barriers. Sprays can be applied during 

the day or at night. 

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/news/2018/new-study-links-common-herbicides-and-antibiotic-resistance.html
https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/news/2018/new-study-links-common-herbicides-and-antibiotic-resistance.html
http://www.weedscience.org/
http://www.srtoxics.org/issues-of-interest/childrens-rights/
https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/response-to-the-human-rights-impact-assessment-of-auckland-transport-dec-2014.pdf
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12237316
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58867ac36a4963dd14f6d432/t/5add2f540e2e722020224bbe/1524445040060/Resistance+James+A0+GHRC+2017.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969717321733
http://www.weedscience.org/
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In urban areas, GBHs may be applied as a single 

formulation or tank mixed with other herbicides and 

organosilicon surfactants and applied on and 

alongside pavement and roadside gutters, around 

other roadside assets such as bus shelters, fire 

hydrants, signs and trees in urban areas to protect 

these assets. These chemical mixtures can also be 

sprayed around trees, shrubs, around cemented 

areas and pathways, playgrounds, along boundary 

fences, bolsters and signs.  

10. Knowledge gaps in regulations and policies 

mean that statutory legislation that should 

protect workers, cannot properly protect 

workers. 

It is clear that New Zealand legislation requires public 

servants and elected officials to protect the health of 

residents. Legislation also requires that vulnerable 

groups are particularly protected, and that sensitive 

areas where the public access, should not have 

chemical residues which exceed deemed safe levels. 

The Local Government Act requires all bylaws 

established by a territorial authority must protect 

health and safety. The Health Act deems it is the 

(s23) ‘duty of every local authority to improve, 

promote, and protect public health’ and that (s92C) 

‘a person exercising or performing the functions, 

duties, or powers must take into account any known 

special circumstances or vulnerabilities of the 

individual’. The Hazardous Substances and New 

Organisms Act requires that (s4) public and 

environmental health is protected. 

 Currently areas of legislation and regulatory policy, 

‘let down’ other areas of legislation, resulting in, for 

example workers who apply agrichemicals not being 

appropriately protected, or the vulnerability of 

pregnant mothers and babies not being considered. 

The problems with current scientific risk assessment 

have been discussed in Part 1 of this series. For the 

cogs of the machinery of government to work 

effectively, legislation must be integrated, protective, 

and the decision-making that falls under that 

legislation must be best practice and unbiased so 

public and environmental health is protected.  

The Health and Safety at Work Act assumes that 

decisions made under the HSNO Act to risk assess  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tips for Council Transition to Glyphosate free 

It is important councils are as transparent as possible. It 

is impossible to transition directly from a glyphosate-

based herbicide chemical regime to a pine oil or 

similarly organic certified operation. The costs will be 

extensive, and the pine oil or substitute simply does not 

have the toxic persistence of glyphosate. Alternatively, if 

councils simply shift sideways to another herbicide (or 

herbicide mixture), the safety of the public cannot be 

assured, and the council cannot fulfil their legal 

obligation to protect public health.  

This is why a cultural shift is required – it is not simply 

‘like for like’, as much as Soil and Health would prefer a 

simple solution. It involves a cultural shift that 

understands seasonal shifts in weeds, and the different 

pressures on the landscape over the year. This is why a 

seed bank strategy (5 above) is very important. This is 

also why publication of levels of service are important to 

ensure unnecessary stress is not placed on contractors – 

levels of service can be altered. 

Education and Training. Education and Training. In order 

to transition it is recommended that elected 

representatives and council staff engage with Dr Charles 

Merfield of The Future Farming Centre who is an 

international expert in non-chemical and integrated 

weed management. Dr Merfield can provide 

consultation and practical education courses to facilitate 

the transition to synthetic-chemical-free weed 

management. 

Analysis of the operator market is required in order to 

understand the relative benefits, experience levels and 

the cost per kilometre of existing operations (for 

example in Auckland).  

In addition to consultation with experienced councils, It 

is recommended that meeting with specialist chemical 

free operators is undertaken in order to gain direct 

information from these operations (rather than second 

hand knowledge).  

These operations may include: 

Auckland operator Metrocare. Has operated for decades 

in Auckland. info@metrocare.co.nz 

Weedtechnics: steam  0800 112 890 

Hot Grass: Systemic electrothermal. 021 033 2428 

Weedingtech: foamstream +64 (9) 303 0132 

 

http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2002/0084/173.0/whole.html#DLM170881
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1956/0065/latest/whole.html#whole
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1996/0030/93.0/whole.html#DLM381222
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1996/0030/93.0/whole.html#DLM381222
https://organicnz.org.nz/campaigns/
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2015/0070/latest/DLM5976660.html
http://metrocare.co.nz/
http://www.weedtechnics.co.nz/
http://hotgrass.co.nz/
https://www.weedingtech.com/nz/
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pesticides used by public or private chemical 

applicators ensure current use of those chemicals are 

safe. However, the court cases in the USA are 

demonstrating that current risk assessment practices 

are heavily compromised and full of knowledge gaps.  

New Zealand regulators follow the USA and both 

regulatory authorities reference WHO and FAO 

decisions, which are heavily compromised and full of 

knowledge gaps. Therefore, the public servants 

operating under the Health and Safety at Work Act 

and HSNO Act are not accessing the latest scientific 

literature which proves glyphosate-based herbicides 

are harmful, and mixtures (tank mixes) may be more 

harmful, workers cannot then be adequately 

protected under the Health and Safety at Work Act.  

New Zealand’s ACC scheme can cover the costs of 

injured workers. This may help mediate the health 

costs and may ensure legal contestation does not 

appear in the public arena in the form of challenges 

in the courts as is observed in the USA. 

The current failure across what is known as the 

‘machinery of government’ may be propelling the 

local advocacy by residents to make the 

environments of their own communities safe. 

 Case Study: Auckland Struggles 

The ongoing difficulty of understanding the cost 

variances between herbicide applications and non-

chemical applications (by professional and long-term 

non-chemicals applicators) has constituted a 

continuous drain on the resources of both public 

officials and civil society who advocate for clarity 

around non-chemical methods.  

Some regions of Auckland have consistently utilised 

chemical free methodologies to control weeds since 

the 1990s. In 2013 the new Super City established a 

Weed Management Policy (WMP) which committed 

public officials and contractors to minimise 

agrichemical use, ensure public health, protect the 

environment and provide vegetation control that is 

value for money. However, policy objectives have not 

been integrated into consequent actions and 

operations, nor guided policy documents such as the 

Unitary Plan, leaving the WMP toothless as a policy 

tool. 

Tips for Household Transition to Glyphosate 

free 

It is impossible to transition directly from a glyphosate-

based herbicide chemical regime to a pine oil or similarly 

organic certified operation. The costs will be extensive, 

and the pine oil or substitute simply does not have the 

toxic persistence of glyphosate.  

This is why a cultural shift is required – it is not simply ‘like 

for like’, as much as Soil and Health would prefer a simple 

solution. It involves a cultural shift that understands 

seasonal shifts in weeds, and the different pressures on 

the landscape over the year. This is why a seed bank 

strategy (5 above) is very important, and managing weeds 

before they become large is helpful.  

The following methods can be integrated into a weed 

management strategy: 

Mulching: Organic matter inhibits weeds and prevents 

water evaporation. 

Crowding: Putting plants close together prevents those 

empty dirt patches – nature hates a ‘scar’ and will always 

try to heal it! 

No-tilling: acceptance of weeds can improve your toil. 

Solarising or blanketing: Heat through plastic or absence 

of sunshine will kill weeds. 

Boiling water: Effective in the juvenile weed stages 

Vinegar: If you can access it, 10-30% acetic acid is 

effective. 

Flame weeders: Most effective in juvenile stage. 

It may be worth contacting the following organisations as 

they may have equipment for hire in your region: 

Weedtechnics: steam  0800 112 890 

Weedingtech: foamstream. +64 (9) 303 0132 

Hot Grass: Systemic electrothermal. 0210332428 

These reports may be useful: 

Alternative methods in weed management to glyphosate 

and other herbicides. PAN Europe 2018. 

Alternatives to Synthetic Chemical Herbicides. PAN Asia 

Pacific 2017. Meriel Watts PhD.  

 

 

https://www.greens.org.nz/sites/default/files/NZ%20Public%20Health%20-%20Glyphosate%20and%20Cancer%202017.pdf
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2015/0070/latest/DLM5976660.html
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1996/0030/93.0/whole.html#DLM381222
https://www.baumhedlundlaw.com/toxic-tort-law/monsanto-roundup-lawsuit/
https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/our-policies/Pages/weed-management-policy.aspx
http://www.weedtechnics.co.nz/
https://www.weedingtech.com/nz/
http://hotgrass.co.nz/
https://www.pan-europe.info/resources/reports/2017/10/alternative-methods-weed-management-glyphosate-and-other-herbicides
https://www.pan-europe.info/resources/reports/2017/10/alternative-methods-weed-management-glyphosate-and-other-herbicides
http://files.panap.net/resources/Alternatives-to-Synthetic-Chemical-Herbicides-factsheet.pdf
http://files.panap.net/resources/Alternatives-to-Synthetic-Chemical-Herbicides-factsheet.pdf
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This leaves some privileged ‘legacy’ regions spray 

free, and those less privileged exposed to ongoing 

spray regimes.  

The public continue to be advised budgetary cost is 

the main reason the non-chemical policy is not 

adhered to. The problem with this claim is that firstly, 

it undermines the original WMP, and secondly, the 

claim that non-chemical management is considerably 

more expensive may not be accurate.  

A 1986-2017 report by the Weed Management 

Advisory (WMA) provides a timeline of Auckland’s 

non-chemical use, and the ongoing non-chemical 

(herbicide) contestation in the Auckland region and 

the continued struggle by residents to transparently 

understand comparative costs of non-chemical 

versus chemical use. It records the ongoing political 

advocacy by Auckland residents over the time period 

for non-chemical weed treatment. The report 

documents the continuing operation in the North 

Shore City of hot water vegetation control, which was 

initially adopted in 1992 at a competitive price. While 

this has been contested over time, and briefly 

suspended in 2011-2012, the regions of the North 

Shore covered by sub-contractor Waipuna Services 

(now MetroCare), have consistently utilised hot 

water and hot foam systems to manage weeds. This 

operator has decades of experience, managing long 

term chemical-free operations, at a competitive cost. 

In 1998 Waiheke Island formally commenced a non-

chemical weed management strategy, and except for 

a contractor error in 2014, the Island has remained 

largely chemical free to 2020.  

Opaque Budgeting 

Auckland residents have struggled to understand the 

cost claims by Auckland Council. In many cases, the 

public have been refused costing information 

through the OIA request process, or OIA information 

has been delayed resulting in the information not 

being available to submit to plans. In addition, there 

appears a long-standing cultural preference for 

herbicide/chemical methods at many points in the 

chain of command has shaped chemical use to be the 

go-to for weed management. The cultural preference 

for chemical methods assume the safety of these 

herbicides. This is problematic as the NZEPA have 

never risk assessed these herbicides, they have only 

used industry data to approve of individual 

ingredients. Thus there is no data looking at the 

toxicity of the formulation mixes, nor the tank mixes 

commonly used by applicators. In addition, public 

areas that are sprayed are not tested to understand 

risk from persistent residues.  Thus the cost of 

application are contested by civil society, as are the 

claimed safety of these herbicides.  

Inaccurate Costings  

The costs of non-chemical weed management in the 

Auckland region have been plagued by the claim that 

non-chemical methods cost 800% over chemical 

means. An Official Information Act request confirmed 

that the excess cost claim originated from the 

company Projenz. In 2017 the Projenz company 

director was found to have bribed council staff, 

increasing Projenz revenue from resulting council 

contracts.  

A PWC report which included a problematic Weed 

Control Comparison Table highlighted the difficulty in 

evaluating different cost structures to ensure apples 

are being compared to apples. For example a 

multiple pass operation where a kerb and channel 

spray with glyphosate then requires an additional 

pass with strimming and edging - could not be 

compared to an integrated hot water operation (such 

as Metrocare uses) that treats all edging (kerb & 

channel, pavements and boundary - using hot water 

and strimmers etc) in one operational pass.  

As an example, the Auckland operator Metrocare 

operates the road corridor which includes berms, 

pavements etc, from private property boundary to 

private property boundary and nominated reserves 

https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=11804783
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that are part of the road corridor. It is understood 

non-chemical prices were cheaper than those 

quoting for glyphosate five years previously. In 

addition, it is understood that when mowing was 

added, the price also came in cheaper than stand-

alone mowing tenders. (Please note, Metrocare 

could also add bus stop cleaning at a competitive 

price which further reduced the overall cost for 

ratepayers). This information has been 

communicated to Christchurch councillors and staff, 

who were not aware of the non-chemical costing 

model in Auckland. 

Hidden Contracts 

Requests by residents for specifications for contracts 

and service levels have been denied as this is claimed 

commercial in confidence information that, if 

disclosed, might prejudice or disadvantage 

negotiations. 

Dependence on Regulatory Assurance of Safety 

The capacity for regional and local authorities to 

ensure the public and spray applicators are not 

harmed from chemical exposures, is directly 

dependent on the competency of the NZEPA to 

recognise risk. The NZEPA stance on glyphosate is 

problematic. This is because the data used by the 

NZEPA deviates from evidence in the scientific 

literature and the data uncovered from multiple USA 

court cases. The NZ EPA have never undertaken a risk 

assessment of glyphosate nor its formulations, nor 

have they tested public exposure levels to 

understand if exposure levels are safe. However, 

Auckland Council recite NZEPA claims of safety to 

rationalise ongoing application of glyphosate (and 

companion) herbicides.  

Glyphosate-based 

herbicides not only 

appear 

carcinogenic, the 

science indicates 

they are 

neurotoxic, 

induce 

inflammation and 

endocrine 

disrupting and that 

current regulatory safety standards inadequately 

represent overall risk. 

Shifting boundaries of accountability 

Administration and accountability have been 

complicated by the establishment of Auckland 

Transport, whose operational activities initially 

appeared to be outside Auckland policy parameters; 

and the continued difficulty residents appear to have 

faced in obtaining disclosure of financial costs of non-

chemical versus chemical operations. 

Secret spraying in chemical-free sectors 

In 2015 documents revealed that in areas previously 

considered chemical free, contractors had been 

adding chemicals including glyphosate and surfactant 

for years. Other documents, not disclosed to the 

public, revealed that glyphosate had been approved 

for use on all road corridor and channel operations 

across the Auckland region. This decision, undertaken 

outside public consultation, directly contradicted the 

Weed Management Policy.  

Lower order policies and plans inconsistent with the 

parent WMP 

Over the period 2012-2014 an Operational Review 

was undertaken of legacy weed management 

practices, while the review showed initiatives to 

reduce agrichemical use, it also contained the 

incorrect 800% claim. The review also noted that 

budget cuts were impacting the capacity for parks 

maintenance to achieve best practice and that 

chemical edging would replace mechanical edging. 

The WMA contested the Operational Review costings 

of roadside weed control costs, claiming that 

Auckland Transport figures were inflated and 

incorrect, however this was not responded too. 

Throughout the period, the importance of non-

chemical weed control, as a model for further 

implementation, and to understand the economic 

costs of non-chemical weed control, appears to have 

been downplayed by permanent staff in Auckland 

Transport and Auckland Council. The WMA, 

frustrated by lack of consistency in costing of weed 

control, to inform the Long-Term Plan 2015-2025, lay 

a complaint with the Ombudsman, however the 

information was not received until after the LTP is 

finalised, including  with budgetary cut-backs and 

https://blogs.otago.ac.nz/pubhealthexpert/2017/08/16/nzs-environmental-protection-authority-in-a-muddle-over-weed-killer/
https://www.epa.govt.nz/database-search/approved-hazardous-substances-with-controls/
http://pan-international.org/wp-content/uploads/Glyphosate-monograph.pdf
http://pan-international.org/wp-content/uploads/Glyphosate-monograph.pdf
https://usrtk.org/pesticides/mdl-monsanto-glyphosate-cancer-case-key-documents-analysis/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-10-30/bayer-is-now-facing-42-700-plaintiffs-in-roundup-litigation
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-10-30/bayer-is-now-facing-42-700-plaintiffs-in-roundup-litigation
https://www.nzma.org.nz/journal/read-the-journal/all-issues/2010-2019/2018/vol-131-no-1472-23-march-2018/7531
https://monographs.iarc.fr/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/mono112-10.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0300483X17301683
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6537504/
https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-019-0453-y
https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-019-0453-y
https://jech.bmj.com/content/71/6/613
https://jech.bmj.com/content/71/6/613
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proposals to increase chemical use in all parks in May 

2015. The LTP decisions were contested by the WMA, 

due to the ongoing lack of budgetary evidence, the 

increased awareness of the toxicity of the chemicals 

and the Human Rights implications. However the LTP 

was formalised without change, despite the fact that 

the decision to increase chemical use appeared 

contrary to many LTP submitters who draw attention 

to the impact on stormwater and public health. 

Later in December 2015 Auckland Council CEO Dean 

Kimpton released a revised Operational Review 

which recommended glyphosate use in all corridor 

kerb and channel operations across the region, again, 

contradicting the parent WMP. In February 2016 

Mayor Brown noted that issues raised by WMA could 

be ‘factored in’ to the new Operational Review. 

However, the WMA belatedly received a copy of the 

Review in May 2016. It confirmed the Review was 

finalised in December 2015, before Brown’s 

comments.  

From 2013 onwards, the WMA requested audits to 

understand operations and costs, vegetation road 

contracts, costings of road corridor maintenance. 

These are never supplied.  

The WMA alleged residents claimed glyphosate was 

secretly sprayed, or where residents thought 

‘organic’ fatty acid sprays, or other non-chemical 

means, were being used in non-chemical areas, but 

instead, glyphosate had been spiked into the tank. 

This was rejected by council. 

In 2016 Auckland Council established a weed 

management Political Advisory Group (PAG) to 

oversee the implementation and delivery of the 

WMP. This included auditing the performance of the 

WMP and relevant operational programs. The PAG 

was privately convened, and agendas and minutes 

not published. From an OIA request, WMA 

understands that the PAG were not informed of the 

Operational Review policy that recommended 

glyphosate use on all road corridor kerb and channel 

operations. The OIA response also indicates members 

were not briefed on existing hotwater/steam/foam 

operations, rather, trials were pitched at the group, 

as a new alternative, and so the PAG remained 

uninformed of existing chemical free operations. 

While the Long -Term Plan and Annual Plan processes 

have been historically presented as opportunities for 

the public to submit and shape policy, the status quo 

of existing chemical use appears immune to public 

contestation. In addition, residents have been unable 

to access financial information and contractor 

information that might inform these processes.  

 Residents appear not only unable to alter the LTP 

which would result in increased glyphosate use; but 

bureaucratically prevented from submitting to the 

Annual Plan, and subsequently advised that any 

overarching management issues were to be 

submitted through the Environment & Community 

Committee. However it appears that requests to 

speak about the WMP to the Environment 

Committee were initially denied and then limited, 

ensuring problems would not be remedied through 

this platform either. 

The residents that were actively engaging and 

attempting to speak to these plans did not observe 

passionate residents campaigning or urging for 

increased chemical use, the decisions around these 

plan processes appear to have been internal 

decisions. 

 

Human Rights for Auckland Residents 

In 2015 a Human Rights Impact Assessment was 

released by WMA. Dr Tom Kerns of the Environment 

and Human Rights Advisory (EHRA) noted many 

human rights norms of concern were relevant and 

applicable to the Auckland case. 

Internal Auckland Council documents revealed that 

legal advice in 2015 (p.24 here) noted that the 

Auckland Council was not necessarily immune to 

accusations that residents rights might be breached: 

‘There is potential for an argument that the use of 

chemical sprays is in breach of the Bill of Rights Act 

and the Human Rights Act.’  

The letter noted that ‘because of the disputed facts 

and scientific evidence, there is insufficient 

information to give definite advice on the extent of 

the legal risk of challenge’. Current court cases in the 

USA reveal that the scientific evidence is increasingly 

resulting in court cases determining that glyphosate 

formulations cause cancer. 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/auckland/75685245/no-chemical-cover-up-says-auckland-council
https://weedmanagementadvisory.files.wordpress.com/2017/07/history-timeline-web-version-july-2017.pdf
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In June 2015 an official complaint was laid with the 

Human Rights Commission on behalf of a vulnerable 

member of the public against Auckland Transport. 

This was rejected by Auckland Transport. In February 

2016 a second complaint was laid, due to the 

breaking of legacy no-spray policy commitments and 

the disabling effects to a local resident. These 

complaints have not been successful, and ongoing 

mediation terminated by Auckland Council lawyers 

 

Permission to use Non-Toxic 

Neighbourhood logo granted by 

NonToxicNeighborhoods.org.   

Access their excellent Playbook here. 
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