New Zealand 2011 Elections
DO WE NEED TO GET RID OF GDP?
Introduction

With the upcoming New Zealand general election in November 2011 it is time to start thinking who one might vote for and why.  Having stood in the 2008 elections in Rangitata for the centrist party, United Future, and hopefully with an open mind, I have explored this matter of how we measure our well-being  I canvassed the positions of four parties, National, Labour, United Future and the Greens.  Interestingly enough, from the responses I have received, there is none of these parties that will defend the use of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as the way we measure our well-being.
Gross Domestic Product has been the widely accepted means of determining well being.  It is based on the monetary value of activity, positive and negative, all added up into a total.  So the more activities that make money go around, the larger the GDP, therefore the conclusion is made that the larger the GDP, the better the well-being of a nation.
Responses from Political Parties 

National Party – from Jo Goodhew, Rangitata Candidate
The National party has no policy to change the use of GDP as an indicator of wellbeing. That said, we have not discussed the suggestion as a caucus.  From my own perspective, I hope the following outlines my own personal thoughts:  Economic growth is one of the key indicators of wellbeing. GDP is a useful tool to measure economic growth, and growth leads to higher incomes and employment. In this sense there is an obvious correlation between GDP and wellbeing. 

Of course, other measures indicate wellbeing in different ways. GDP is by no means the sole tool that is used. Treasury’s understanding of the term “living standards” incorporates a broad range of factors. These include trust, education, health and environmental quality. This broad approach is in line with international approaches to measuring wellbeing.

This approach is well-balanced. We shouldn’t reject GDP as a measure, as it is a strong indicator of economic performance. But of course we should bear in mind that other indicators, used in conjunction with GDP, paint a more holistic picture.

You may be interested in a Treasury document published earlier this year, “Working Towards Higher Living Standards for New Zealanders”. It is available online here: http://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/research-policy/tp/higherlivingstandards. 

United Future Party – from Sam Newton UF Policy
UnitedFuture does not have specific policy regarding a proposed change to the way we measure our well-being. However UnitedFuture does recognise that GDP is an imperfect method of measuring the well-being of a nation.
It is the goal of UnitedFuture to make New Zealand the best place to live, work and raise a family. It is clear that while it may be the internationally preferred method of measuring well-being, GDP is a far from ideal tool.  For example, UnitedFuture holds the Kiwi outdoor lifestyle in high regard and works relentlessly to protect our outdoor heritage. GDP fails to numerically recognise the outstanding natural advantages New Zealand has in terms of access to high-quality outdoor recreation opportunities. Additionally, when a natural resource is exploited for commercial gain (such as a river being damned for electricity generation), GDP regards the depreciation in the value of that asset as income. GDP fails to account for the capital depreciation of natural resources.

UnitedFuture also champions the interests of the charity and voluntary sector. As GDP only captures monetary market transactions, to fails to account the extraordinary amount of goodwill and effort that is put into the community by ordinary New Zealanders, in the form of their time and energy. It is exactly this type of voluntary work and goodwill towards charity that makes New Zealand such a great place to live, yet it largely goes unrecognised in the calculation of GDP.

UnitedFuture has always believed that the family is the core unit of our society. GDP does not measure the strength of the family unit, the benefits that emanate from strong families or the work that goes into building families. The work of stay-at-home parents is not included in the make-up of GDP, yet study after study shows that good parenting and parents spending quality time with their children has positive and long lasting social and economic benefits. The inputs and outputs of that parenting is not recognised in the calculation of GDP.

GDP is internationally recognised and almost universally accepted amongst governments, multilateral bodies and NGOs. New Zealand’s connectedness with international norms and obligations mean that it is unlikely to change from GDP to an alternative method, without a broader consensus. Regardless, UnitedFuture recognises that GDP as a measure of well-being has numerous flaws that specifically relate to issues that it holds dear, families, the voluntary sector and outdoor recreation.

Labour Party – from Julian Blanchard Rangitata Candidate
Both the Labour Party and Julian supports a change in the way well-being is measured.
I think GDP serves up some interesting information but it is certainly not an indicator for social well being. A number of other factors need to be taken into account.

Green Party – from Gerrie Lightenberg Rangitata Candidate
The Green Party is the only party steering away from growth model to a sustainable economy. The ecological model sees the economy as a sub-set of the environment. No environment, no economy. The Green Party acknowledges we live in a finite world in which peak oil and climate change are realities to deal with in a responsible way.
We say that measuring economic success needs to be broadened from Gross Domestic Product to Quality of Life, use Genuine Progress Indicators and include the Ecological Footprint.
GDP concentrates only on material factors that are quantifiable in monetary terms. A country can be socially disintegrating yet its GDP still triumphantly recorded as ‘growing’. A misguided attitude promoted by the current government.  The Ecological Footprint measures the area of biologically productive land required to regenerate the resources a human population consumes. Based on the Quality of Life and Ecological Model the Green Party has determined 3 high priority areas that need to be addressed to deal with the social disintegration of New Zealand. Those 3 priorities are: getting 100.000 children out of poverty, cleaning up New Zealand’s rivers and creating Green jobs. 
Charging 10 cents per 1,000 litres for irrigation water will pay for the clean up, support local councils dealing with clean up operations and pay for green jobs for example assist farmers with fencing off waterways and introduce riparian planting which will prevent further pollution. Standards for clean water will be set on a national level and we need to phase out overuse of fresh water.
A capital gains tax will generate $5.4 billion to reduce social inequality. This revenue will be used among other things to increase minimum wages to $15.00 and introduction of a tax free threshold of $ 10,000.
In this volatile financial world we will not borrow money and we will not sell off state assets. We will not build roads but instead concentrate on public transport systems nation wide looking at the best option for each area.  Russel Norman, Green party co-leader stated in 2010: “We believe that a sustainable society, one which lives within its resource limits and leaves dome space for the natural world, is a society best placed to avoid ruthless competition for ever diminishing resources. The next economic wave is the green economic wave and, if New Zealand wants to prosper, we must prioritise research, science and technology spending in areas such as renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, green tech manufacturing, green design and energy efficiency”.

Discussion

We live in a system that supports all manner of jobs.  Some of these jobs directly earn income from exports, or from the local producers market, or in hospitals.  Money changes hands and many of these jobs deal with both the positive and negative aspects within the community.  Given we need money to live, many of us will need to find a way of making income that allows us to purchase what cannot otherwise be obtained.  Paid work provides the money, and as a society we have tended to think that more money means more success and more status. 

Whilst we must respect the dignity and pride of every person working in any job, we surely should be looking to minimise the jobs that are related to the negative aspects of society, such as those dealing with crime and, like any business or family, reduce undesirable costs.

Also, voluntary work can be also in the positive or negative areas of society, yet it can be just as rewarding as paid work, indeed many would not call it ‘work’ as such.  As for paid work, we should be looking to minimise the need for ‘negative’ voluntary work.  However in any paid or unpaid ‘negative’ work we have this dilemma of needing paid work to make money, whilst having the knowledge and experience to creatively suggest and work on ways that might minimise the need for the job.   The system in many ways, including the use of GDP, reinforces the status quo, and indeed does not address the negative aspects in any meaningful way, and in many cases supports them.

A government, particularly in an egalitarian society that New Zealand aspires to be, can take the lead in this area.  The NZ Treasury has produced a document that discusses the matter well (Living Standards Document).  I gather from the responses (below) from the four parties that this work is not discouraged and needs to continue.  However Treasury appears to need further support and direction from Government policy.  
As an example in simple terms they could consider something like a Net Domestic Product (NDP) concept that:

1. Places a value on both voluntary and paid activity
2. Places a value on negative costs to the environment
2. 
Distinguishes between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ work

3.
Deducts the cost of negative work against the positive work to get an NDP -  a measure of our well-being.

Conclusions
We can all draw our own conclusions from this.  My own conclusion is that there is no more important issue currently before us.  Our well-being is important and it must be measured properly. 
I for one will be looking for further policy information on this from the parties before I cast my vote.

Brian Ward

copies of emails from political parties available on request  wardeez@xtra.co.nz 
