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Sustainability… what is it?!

• Brundtland (1987) definition:
“Meeting the needs of today without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs”

• Later definitions developed the idea of 
sustainability including economic, 
environmental and social pillars 
(see Doxon, 1991; Granatstein & Kupferman, 2006; 
Legg & Viatte, 2001; Pullman et al., 2009)
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Sustainability… what is it?!

• Another way to describe the 
concept is in terms of people, 
planet and profit

• Later definitions have 
suggested some additional 
pillars of sustainability –
cultural and governance

Sustainability… what is it?!

• Rigby et al. (2001) noted that “Sustainability means 
different things to different people”

• The concept is not necessarily well understood by 
consumers (urban dwellers are increasingly 
unaware of how their food is actually produced)

• There is also a view that consumers are confused 
by the multitude of claims they see on food 
products (i.e. “sustainable”, “green”, 
“environmentally friendly” and “organic”) 
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2015 sustainability research

• Research undertaken by Lincoln University 
researchers, Dr Tracy-Anne De Silva and myself

• Initial discussions with Horticulture NZ leaders

• Quantitative data collected via an online survey of 
horticultural growers in New Zealand

• Qualitative data collected during interviews with a 
small number of horticultural growers

2015 sustainability research

• Key research questions:

1. How is sustainability viewed by growers?

2. Which sustainability practices have been 
implemented?
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Growers view of sustainability

• Common responses from the surveyed growers on 
what sustainability is about:
• The future

• The long-term

• The environment

• Profitability

• Minimising impacts 

• Maintaining or improving status quo

• One surveyed grower stated that the term 
sustainability “has been overused and I believe 
people apply their own meaning to it”

Growers view of sustainability

• Responses from the interviewed growers:

• Farming sustainably is about being “more scientific and 
eco-friendly”

• “About organic practices”

• “Business, now days more than ever, needs to have a 
conscience”

• The need to be economically viable was key, with one 
interviewee stating that “survival is the focus”
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Importance of sustainability to growers

• General agreement that sustainability was not seen 
to be a fad and is here to stay

• Viewed by growers as being a necessary part of 
doing business

• Belief amongst growers that sustainability is going 
to become even more important to their business 
into the future

Importance of sustainability to growers

• Growers were asked to rank the importance of the 
three pillars at different time periods (five years 
ago, today, and in five years time)

• 73% of surveyed growers viewed sustainability as 
being more important to their business today than 
it was five years ago

• Over time, the importance of both social and 
environmental sustainability has increased

• A growing number of respondents ranked the three 
pillars as having equal importance to their business
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Importance of sustainability to growers

The importance of the three pillars:
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Implemented sustainable practices

• Surveyed growers were presented with a list of:
• 24 environmental practices

• 21 social and economic practices

• For each practice, growers were asked to identify 
the stage of implementation at their business:
• Not considering

• Planning to implement in the future

• In process of implementing

• Implemented voluntarily

• Implemented due to law/regulations
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Implemented sustainable practices

• Examples of practices:
• Integrated pest/fungi management programme

• Water conservation

• Use of sustainably produced raw materials

• Written environmental policy

• Food safety/quality programme

• Documented product traceability systems

• Flexible employment practices

• Monitoring of job satisfaction

• Written community policy

Implemented sustainable practices

• The majority of environmentally sustainable 
practices were implemented voluntarily (although 
stakeholder pressure from supply chain members 
may have had an influence on adoption)

• The most adopted practice was “integrated 
pest/fungi management programme” (over 90%)

• The least adopted environmental practice was 
“biogas/odour management”

• A number of growers were planning further 
implementations of environmental practices
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Implemented sustainable practices

• Socially or economically sustainable practices were 
often implemented due to laws or regulations

• The most adopted practice was “food safety/quality 
programmes”

• The least adopted practices were “community liaison 
manager or employee with similar responsibilities” 
and “written community policy”

• Implementations of further social or economic 
practices were much lower than environmental ones

Implemented sustainable practices

• Overall, a broad range of environmental, social and 
economic sustainability practices have been 
adopted by horticultural growers

• Some evidence that New Zealand growers have 
introduced sustainability more widely than growers 
in other countries (see Dennis et al., 2010; Hall et al., 2009)

• Higher adoption of environmental practices – more 
practices are available and this pillar gets more 
media and stakeholder attention
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Implemented sustainable practices

• The small size of many horticultural businesses may 
influence the non-adoption of some sustainable 
practices (e.g. “environmental manager” and 
“community liaison manager”)

• Implementations of other practices may be limited 
due to significant financial costs (e.g. “environmental 
life cycle analysis”, and “energy generated from 
renewable sources”)

Conclusions

• The importance of sustainability is recognised by 
horticultural growers

• Inconsistent definitions of the concept may limit 
consumers understanding of sustainability, and 
thus their demand and willingness to pay for 
sustainable products – the food industry has a role 
to play in educating consumers

• Industry networks could help growers on how best 
to implement practices in order to reduce costs 
and/or maximise benefits


