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Background 
This ambitious project aims to complete a road begun in the 19th century to join the Lyell and 

Mokihinui goldfields. The 80 km multi-use track will be engineered to intermediate-advanced 

mountain bike (MTB) standards.  A charitable community trust, the Mokihinui-Lyell Backcountry 

Trust (the Trust), was formed in 2008 to plan, fund and oversee the development, and to operate 

and maintain the facilities when completed. The existing two huts have been upgraded by DOC and 

the Trust has constructed four new huts and five bridges. 

In the first 18 km stage, the old dray road, including one bridge, was redeveloped from the Lyell 

Campground in the Buller Gorge to the Lyell Saddle, where the Trust has built a hut. The second 

stage was a 17 km redevelopment of the existing track from the road-end just past Seddonville to 

Mokihinui Forks hut. This includes impressive engineering undertakings in the Mokihinui Gorge and 

construction of five bridges. DOC renovated the old Forks hut, expanding it from 6 to 10 bunks. 

Subsequently its management was passed to the Trust. Another hut has been constructed by the 

Trust at Specimen Point, 3 km downstream from the Forks.  

The middle 43 km stage is a new trail linking the Lyell Saddle to the Mokihinui Forks which is only 

partially completed. This was initially proposed to descend directly from the Saddle to the Forks 

following the South Branch of the Mokihinui River (the original planned road route). In May 2010 the 

route was changed to climb 500 m in altitude under Bald Hill and traverse the very scenic but often 

rocky and precipitous terrain of the Lyell Range. This trail has been completed to Ghost Lake and a 

hut has been constructed there. It is then planned to descend into Stern Creek and climb 300 m to 

cross into the Goat Creek catchment before reaching the S.Mokihinui. There is currently no MTB trail 

through this mainly rugged and often bush covered steep terrain, although a new hut has been 

constructed at Stern Creek. The construction of the trail from the Forks to Goat Creek is nearly 

completed and a major bridge is proposed across the S.Mokihinui River. The Trust is committed to 

marking a tramping route from Goat Creek to Ghost Lake by end of August 2013. Completion to the 

intended advanced grade MTB trail will require further funding. 
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Funding 
The Trust states that since 2008 it has received funding totalling ca $3.6M from: 

 Ministry for Economic Development, NZ Cycle Trail Programme - $2,150,000 

 Development West Coast - $750,000 

 Solid Energy New Zealand Ltd - $347,000 

 Buller District Council - $250,000 

 Gough Group - $43,000 

 Walking Access Aotearoa - $41,500 

 Meridian Energy - $10,000 

This includes some undisclosed in-kind funding support. DOC’s contribution to the project is 

estimated at ca $0.45M. The Trust stated recently that the volunteer contribution is 205 people 

giving more than 12,500 hours of time, mainly field-based. The four new huts (11-14 bunks) with 

associated sleep-outs and toilets were constructed with volunteer labour and materials supplied by 

Solid Energy. 

Issues 

Governance 

The Trust is a properly constituted public charity. Managing a community project of this size is no 

easy matter. The trust board is composed of individuals from the Buller area, mainly with business 

backgrounds, and may be considered to have broad community support (as evidenced by the large 

group of volunteers and significant regional funding). There is no person from a conservation group 

and the lack of a democratic process for elections means such an appointment is unlikely. The 

current chairman, Philip Rossiter from Solid Energy, is a young, articulate and energetic person who 

seems genuine in his commitment to the OGR project and its stated ideals. The mountain bike 

community locally and nationally have been highly supportive (as well they should with so much 

public money being spent largely for their benefit). However, relationships with conservation groups 

and some outdoors individuals, including members of FMC, have sometimes been acrimonious. This 

has not been helped by the glossy PR tone which the Trust uses to promote its plans and 

achievements, and the overstatement of the benefits of OGR, environmental and otherwise.  

DOC has a central role in the project.  It has a number of key responsibilities as outlined in the 

Management Agreement between DOC and the Trust (signed December 2011). Its current role is 

largely limited to oversight, including regular audits of the construction phase (trail and facilities), 

and maintenance of the trail heads.  However, the OGR is on conservation land and the huts, bridges 

and trail must meet DOC standards, so DOC effectively bears ultimate responsibility for the project. 

Conservation 

The OGR is entirely placed within the Kawatiri Place conservation block administered by DOC. Both 

the original and revised middle-section routes pass in their entirety through the Mokihinui Priority 

Site for Biodiversity Management and for about half their length through the protected Mokihinui 

Forks Ecological Area (West Coast Conservation Management Strategy - CMS). For about 20 km at 

both ends of the OGR there have been significant historic mining and farming operations. However, 

the high valleys and tops of the Lyell range are largely an unspoiled wilderness area, although 
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without that formal designation, with few tracks or huts. It is being changed by the construction of a 

substantial multi-user trail and huts with the associated environmental damage (tree felling, spoil, 

degraded alpine landscapes) and impacts of increased numbers of users. For example the NZCT 

website states:  “Helicopter connections will be available for riders to ‘connect the two ends’ once the 

first two sections of trail are opened to the public.” 

Representations on these issues have been made to DOC, the Minister and the West Coast 

Conservation Board (WCCB) by FMC (Phil Glasson; Tony Haddon in 2011), Roger Frost in 2011 (well 

informed Murchison resident), Peter Lusk in 2012, and others.  

The WCCB did initially express disquiet at the project but now agrees with DOC and the Minister that 

the development is compatible with the CMS. The wilderness and landscape values of the Lyell 

Range as well as the detailed conservation arguments of Roger Frost and others, appear to have 

been assessed as of lesser worth than the enjoyment to be offered to a wider range of 

recreationists, especially MTBers. This decision largely revolves around a highly subjective balancing 

of the needs of conservation and recreation – the West Coast CMS requires both to be addressed for 

the zone ‘back country remote’ that much of the OGR is in. The environmental impacts for OGR, 

although extended in distance, are mainly localised to the trail and huts.  However, the trail through 

the tops is highly visible, often from afar. The benefits of OGR to the Buller region also have been 

strongly promoted, although economics is not a factor in the CMS. 

The decision for the OGR cycle trail project to proceed shows the relative weakness of CMSs in 

protecting conservation values when projects have good support from community and national 

lobbies (in this case the Prime Minister’s NZ Cycle Trail programme) and commercial interests get 

involved.  

An Assessment of Environmental Effects was drawn up by the Trust and the Management Agreement 

with DOC is quite prescriptive. However, disregard for native flora during the construction phase is 

evidenced in some areas. The large, 500 year old specimen Kahikatea tree adjacent to Mohikinui Forks 

Hut has been felled. This was justified by DOC on the basis of the risks posed to hut inhabitants and 

track traffic. The alternative of moving the hut prior to the $75k renovation seems not to have been 

seriously considered. The trail design philosophy has been to continue the broad, gently graded aspect 

of the Lyell dray road. Whilst congenial for intermediate MTBers, such digger-formed trails in steeper 

alpine and sub-alpine areas are environmentally unfriendly and unattractive to trampers. In some 

areas the trail is over-width (>1.5 m) and digger earth-works have been excessive e.g. for 4 km in 

beech forest under Bald Hill. Considerable blasting was required to get around the steep granite of 

Rocky Tor. The trail does need to be relatively wide for the safety of riders in this section but the 

extensive pale down-slope debris is highly visible, even from the distant 1000-Acre Plateau. The 

general philosophy seems to be that nature will heal damaged sections. There is some successful 

replanting e.g. the moving of displaced sods to the verges on flatter sections of the Lyell Tops. The 

WCCB has merely stated that they are happy with the oversight provided by DOC of all the 

environmental impacts of the project, but there has not been any independent audit. 

Although the Lyell-Mohikinui catchments are subject to some pest control operations funded by DOC, 

the OGR and associated huts do enhance opportunities for DOC and community groups to undertake 

further much needed predator control. The Trust is planning such a project for the Mokihinui S. Branch 

and Stern Creek sector.  
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Huts  

Four huts have been built by the Trust to high standards. Each is of the same construction but 

slightly different design with 10-14 bunks and two outlying small 4-person cribs/bunk rooms. The 

plans for these huts were formally approved by DOC. The Specimen Point hut probably has too small 

a communal area but the huts at Lyell Saddle, Ghost Lake and Stern Creek seem ideal in most 

respects. We do query the large-scale tree felling at Lyell Saddle and there is not much sign of 

replanting.  Heli pad if really needed but full scale vista?  Ghost Lake is a special place and its 

picturesque nature is largely preserved with the hut now nicely up on the ridge back from the lake 

(through representations from FMC and others). The new huts are owned by the Trust but are on 

conservation land and are subject to inspections for compliance with DOC standards for safety, 

environmental etc.  The OGR website now includes a booking system for the new huts with fees of 

$15/bed night. Management of M.Forks hut was recently transferred to the Trust but Goat Creek 

hut (4 bunks) remains under DOC. It is noted that 11 years ago M.Forks Hut was targeted for minimal 

maintenance and possibly removal. These two huts have been kept outside the booking system 

(following representations from FMC and others) and the DOC hut pass is valid. All the huts (but not 

the cribs) are being kept unlocked. Such DOC-community partnerships are not unprecedented in the 

NZ backcountry hut system. Issues of preferential access may arise but any significant commercial 

uses would require DOC concessionaire agreements. 

The Future 
1. All the middle section of the OGR is currently a marked route suitable only for trampers. A major 

concern now is how the future construction of the trail will be handled across the sensitive Ghost Lake 

basin (DOC have constructed a short section of board-walk in the wetland), then down the steep bluffs 

and ridge leading to Stern Creek. The next part from the Stern Creek hut over and into Goat Creek 

leading to the S.Mokihinui also contains gnarly sections through mudstone. 

The Trust and DOC need to ensure that trail construction in this middle section is both environmentally 

sensitive and sustainable. 

2. The funding to complete the MTB trail and for ongoing maintenance and management is 

uncertain. DOC will maintain the trail heads while the Trust will responsible for the trail, huts and 

bridges. These could be rash promises especially for the unstable, flood-prone Mokihinui catchment. 

The income from hut fees is unlikely to be sufficient to meet the Trust’s commitments. The concern 

for FMC is that money from DOC’s already stretched budget will be diverted longer term to develop 

and maintain OGR as a cycleway at the expense of broader essential conservation works (local and 

national).  

The current funding difficulties with OGR will only be overcome if the Trust can demonstrate very 

broad levels of community support and high usage. The tramping purpose of the OGR project, whilst 

secondary to MTBs, is important and the support of FMC and its member clubs is vital for the future. 
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3. Notified, formal consultations with the general public and interested bodies have been limited. 

FMC has had a number of informal consultations with the Trust and DOC (Westport) since the 

inception of the project and has consistently given provisional support with some important 

reservations. DOC (Westport) has a close relationship with the Trust and consultations with the Trust 

are regarded by DOC as fulfilling their obligations. This is certainly convenient to both parties and is 

accepted as satisfactory by the WCCB.  

More open, factual (non-PR type), public disclosure and continuing discussions on aspects of the 

project would be very beneficial for all parties. Philip Rossiter and Bob Dickson have expressed 

willingness for closer dialogue with FMC. 

Summary 

1. The 80 km OGR links Lyell to Seddonville and is administered by a community Trust. It represents 

a high-cost, and potentially high-value, recreational facility on conservation land. The funding to-

date of ca $3.6M is almost exclusively public or SOE monies. DOC, voluntary and other 

contributions from the Buller community are also significant. The project is not directly linked 

with existing statutory plans, except through the Management Agreement with DOC.  

2. FMC has never actively opposed the OGR project but has consistently expressed reservations 

about putting an intermediate grade MTB trail through this high class conservation land. Most 

important was initially the vulnerability of the route down the S.Mokihinui River and is now the 

loss of wilderness and landscape values for the revised route across the Lyell range. The 

construction of the trail from Lyell Saddle to Ghost Lake has inevitably confirmed these concerns. 

3. The Trust has acted in good faith during the construction phase and kept broadly to the terms of 

the Management Agreement and EEA documents. There are some obvious lapses in the details of 

the management of environmental effects in various places, e.g. track width, down slope debris, 

tree felling. However, these have not been of over-riding concern to DOC whose Westport staff 

are responsible for auditing the construction.  DOC continues to support the Trust in their efforts 

to complete a high quality multi-use trail.  

4. Overall, whilst FMC regrets the loss of values outlined in 2) and 3) above, the project is very much 

a ‘done deal’. The OGR does make more accessible some beautiful and historic NZ backcountry. 

5. The four new huts built by the Trust are of a high standard and will be key elements in the 

popularity of the OGR. 

6. There are considerable risks that DOC will become the funder of last resort for completion and 

maintenance of the OGR. Avoiding this will require the Trust to find funding from alternative 

sources. 

7. The role of CMSs in the brave new world of ‘Conservation for Prosperity’ needs clarifying. The 

interpretation of CMSs has become very subjective and prone to influences not considered 

adequately in their drafting (economics; lobbying by special interest groups; politics). A particular 

issue for the West Coast CMS is the very broad classification zone ‘back country remote’ which 

can prevent effective protection of some high value conservation land.  
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Recommendations for FMC 

It is recommended that FMC: 

1. Accept this report 

2. Endorse this report 

3. Write to Minister of Conservation: 

i)  Requesting an independent audit of the Old Ghost Road track construction, especially the 
section between Lyell Saddle to Ghost Lake, to review track building and environmental 
restoration practices, including identifying any shortcomings in these practices; 

ii) Expressing our concern that DOC track standards seem inappropriate for this sort of trail in 
alpine/sub-alpine areas and that we would be willing to work with the department to review 
track standards; 

iii) Requesting confirmation that the management agreement for Mokihinui Forks Hut with the 
Trust includes a provision for the DOC hut pass to remain valid. 

iv) Asking for more rigorous openness and formal information sharing by all interested parties 
when dealing with community projects of this nature in the future. 

4. Maintain a dialogue with the Mokihinui-Lyell Backcountry Trust and DOC, and provide support 
where appropriate, to ensure that:   

 i) Restorative work is undertaken in areas of excessive environmental impacts, as promised and 
arising from 3i above;  

 ii) High standards with minimum environmental impacts are adhered to for the future trail 
construction in the sub-alpine sector Ghost Lake to Goat Creek; 

 iii) Trampers as well as mountain bikers are encouraged to use the trail, with access guaranteed 
for all; 

 iv) Pressures are not placed on DOC to become a major funder, directly or indirectly, for the 
maintenance of the Old Ghost Road cycle trail. 

5. Work with DOC, Conservation Boards and other interested parties to review the role of 
Conservation Management Strategies in the approval process for construction of new tracks, 
cycle trails, roads and other facilities on high-value conservation land. A particular issue is the 
unduly broad zoning category ‘back country remote’. 

 

Links to OGR project 

http://www.oldghostroad.org.nz/ 

http://www.nzcycletrail.com/old-ghost-road 

 http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/tracks-and-walks/west-coast/buller/the-old-ghost-

road-cycleway/ 

http://www.oldghostroad.org.nz/
http://www.nzcycletrail.com/old-ghost-road
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/tracks-and-walks/west-coast/buller/the-old-ghost-road-cycleway/
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/tracks-and-walks/west-coast/buller/the-old-ghost-road-cycleway/

