
13 February 2024 

 

Dear J Wilson 

Official information request for information on the presence and levels of chemicals, metals, 
micro-plastics and nanoparticles in New Zealand soil. 

I refer to your official information request to the National Institute of Water & Atmospheric Research 
Limited (“NIWA”) dated 21 December 2023. On 12 January 2024, NIWA partially transferred your request 
to us under section 14 of the Official Information Act 1982 (“the Act”). Below are our responses to those 
questions transferred to us: 

1. What chemicals and metals can be found in New Zealand soil?  
Many of the metals listed in your email (namely copper, mercury, lead, cadmium, aluminium, barium, 
iron, and strontium) occur naturally. Therefore our scientists have advised that these metals and any 
others which are naturally occurring are present in New Zealand soil in some quantity depending on 
where the sample was taken. The types of chemicals that are not naturally occurring that may occur 
in soils is highly dependent on the use of the land, and to a lesser extent transport through 
atmospheric processes.   

2. What are their levels in the past five years? 
There are no monitoring programmes that have been established in New Zealand that adequately 
answer this question at a national scale. Manaaki Whenua does hold some information on soil 
concentrations of selected elements in specific locations or some regions. This information has been 
provided to MFE and local and regional councils, which is publicly available at the various links 
provided below, and includes some information on changes in levels over time (see the MFE Soil 
quality dataset below). Manaaki Whenua have also developed some models that predict the naturally 
occurring concentrations of a selected number of metals based on existing data. This is publicly 
available (see the link to the LRIS portal below). 

For this reason, we must decline your request for information under s18(g) of the Act on the basis 
that this information is not held by us, and we have no grounds to believe that the information is 
either: 

a. Held by another agency; or 
b. Connected more closely with the functions of another agency. 

Below are several publicly available reports and databases which could assist you in finding this 
information for yourself, which you can access using the links below: 

• MFE Report: Our Land 2021 

• MFE Soil Quality data: Soil quality, state, 1996 - 2018 | MfE Data Service 

• LRIS Portal: PBC - Predicted Background Soil Concentrations, New Zealand (H3 resolution 9) | LRIS 
Portal (scinfo.org.nz) 

• Forest, soil and LiDAR data: Forest, soil and LiDAR data | Ministry for the Environment 

https://environment.govt.nz/publications/our-land-2021/
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdata.mfe.govt.nz%2Ftable%2F105416-soil-quality-state-1996-2018%2F&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809440115%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2Bpbt%2BnrV7tS3V9wm4Gssc6NrfoPtq6bJgGbixb5iilc%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flris.scinfo.org.nz%2Flayer%2F114281-pbc-predicted-background-soil-concentrations-new-zealand-h3-resolution-9%2F&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809455461%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=82rtEbe3nIRWUOYN278tYc1QQQs6dsED1%2BAxi6SqGB8%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flris.scinfo.org.nz%2Flayer%2F114281-pbc-predicted-background-soil-concentrations-new-zealand-h3-resolution-9%2F&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809455461%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=82rtEbe3nIRWUOYN278tYc1QQQs6dsED1%2BAxi6SqGB8%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fenvironment.govt.nz%2Ffacts-and-science%2Fscience-and-data%2Fforest-soil-and-lidar-data%2F%23soil-data&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809462211%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4SV9%2BZiLBIdGqd%2BW27SDWDj36CXvPOfqT2MrRmpaYXk%3D&reserved=0


• Auckland soil geochemical baseline - Mendeley Data 

• Minerals Exploration Data Pack - New Zealand Petroleum and Minerals (nzpam.govt.nz) 

3. Do different bodies of soil in New Zealand have different levels of metals and 
chemicals?  Please can you detail regional differences. 
Yes, as mentioned in our responses to question 1 and 2 many metals and chemicals are found in 
New Zealand soil in varying amounts. The presence of these metals and chemicals will vary due to 
regional and intra-regional differences in geology, soil type and land use and may be highly 
variable even within the same paddock.  The best information we can offer you in relation to 
regional differences is the publicly available information noted above.  
 

4. Are there any micro-plastics or nanoparticles found in the soil? If so, what are they and what 
are their levels over the past five years? And if so, where do these items come from?   
Micro-plastics and nanoparticles are present in New Zealand soil, but their presence type and 
quantity and origin will vary depending on where the sample is taken.  

Micro-plastics are extremely small pieces of plastic debris in the environment resulting from the 
disposal and breakdown of consumer products and industrial waste. A nanoparticle or ultrafine 
particle is a particle of matter 1 to 100 nanometres (nm) in diameter. 

We hold no data specifically on the levels of micro-plastics or nanoparticles or on their levels over 
the past 5 years. We are unaware of any single agency which would hold this information at a 
national level, therefore we must decline your request under section 18(g) of the Act on the basis 
that this information is not held by us, and we have no grounds to believe that the information is 
either: 

a. Held by another agency; or 
b. Connected more closely with the functions of another agency. 

 
Below are a number of publicly available resources which may be of assistance but unfortunately 
do not fully answer your request.  
 

• Microplastics in the NZ environment: Current status and future directions (A research paper by 
Auckland University) 

• The Mobility of Silver Nanoparticles and Silver Ions in the Soil‐Plant System (lincoln.ac.nz) 
(Current research on microplastics in soil being undertaken at the University of Canterbury. It 
includes sporadic research on nanoparticles but no information on changes over time). 

• A review of microplastics risk – implications for Environment Southland: (waikatoregion.govt.nz)  

• Microplastics in the soil are penetrating the plants we eat | Stuff. 

• Microplastics in wastewater in New Zealand: current data and knowledge gaps: Water New 
Zealand (waternz.org.nz) 

https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/gmhpnr7tjh/1
https://www.nzpam.govt.nz/maps-geoscience/minerals-datapack/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666016420300748#bib9
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fresearcharchive.lincoln.ac.nz%2Fserver%2Fapi%2Fcore%2Fbitstreams%2F55f8d878-f889-4060-b147-cb005f604495%2Fcontent&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809469326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=gPwEZ%2F6SwPp%2FpHuxlSTan%2FHqj5KcNuflaeVYFjK5i%2Fw%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.waikatoregion.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FEnvirolink%2FReports%2F1902-ESRC207-A-review-of-microplastics-risk-implications-for-environment-southland-.pdf&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809476574%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=C2iBdDBZUzwnaRq1K9Li9OxE4Gfj8SWdcDWbnkAWejk%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.stuff.co.nz%2Flife-style%2Fhomed%2Fgarden%2F131023852%2Fbreaking-it-down&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809482663%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=w2WC%2Brl5BbWFcWw6VM8mu1oZggMhunoxgHoj2WOukG0%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.waternz.org.nz%2FArticle%3FAction%3DView%26Article_id%3D2141&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809489111%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QmpDUAGvQronSHgnhEXn8laV4A9mMoq%2BX7rqwN7WmxY%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.waternz.org.nz%2FArticle%3FAction%3DView%26Article_id%3D2141&data=05%7C02%7COBrienC%40landcareresearch.co.nz%7C9c420204897f445bc84108dc220e606a%7C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%7C0%7C0%7C638422692809489111%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QmpDUAGvQronSHgnhEXn8laV4A9mMoq%2BX7rqwN7WmxY%3D&reserved=0


You have the right to seek an investigation and review by the Ombudsman of this decision. Information 
about how to make a complaint is available at www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or freephone 0800 802 
602. 

 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Kate Dougherty (she/her/ia) 
Lead Legal Counsel/ Kaitohutohu Ture Mātāmua 
Manaaki Whenua – Landcare Research  
 

 

http://www.ombudsman.parliament.nz/

