
 
 
 
 
 
 

Friday 1 February 2019 
 
Keith Morfett 
Chair (acting) 
Westland Tai Poutini Conservation Board. 
 
 
Dear Keith, 
 
Draft Westland National Park Management Plan 
 
We wish to be heard in support of our submission. 
 
 
Introduction 
Federated Mountain Clubs was founded in 1931 and advocates for New Zealand’s backcountry and 
outdoor recreation on behalf of more than 22,000 members in over 80 clubs. This core function has 
seen FMC’s close involvement in conservation and recreation planning since its own - and the 
Department of Conservation’s – inception. 
 
We note that FMC’s establishment was in response to negative impacts of commercial enterprise 
on public rights in publicly-owned lands. Our organisation’s work contributed to achievement of 
national park status for the Westland area. 
 
Federated Mountain Clubs has deep concerns about many aspects of the draft plan. 
Interacting flaws exist on all levels from the systemic to the detailed, in our view making it 
inadequate as a basis for a final draft and/or operative plan. We request the draft plan be 
withdrawn and rewritten.  
 
Regardless of the process followed from this point, the following advice on the draft should 
be read as FMC’s view of an appropriate way ahead for the park. 
 
National parks 
We are at our best as a people when we create and maintain national parks. We agree to let nature 
simply be, in acts of collective intent, and we delight in the results. 
 
As New Zealanders, we are invested in and connected to our national parks. We carry them in our 
hearts and minds, support them with taxes and in kind, and enjoy re-creation – in the old sense of 
the word – in their mauri. 
 
In these treasured places, intangible value increases as wilderness increasingly faces defeat 
elsewhere. By compact, we tread lightly. 



 
The far-sighted National Parks Act 1980 encapsulates our nation’s love and respect for the places 
we have made and will make national parks, and our enduring determination to uphold their 
physical and ethical integrity. 
 
National Parks Act 1980 
In constructing this submission, FMC has referred closely to the principles of the National Parks Act 
1980: 
 
Section 4 

(1)It is hereby declared that the provisions of this Act shall have effect for the purpose of 
preserving in perpetuity as national parks, for their intrinsic worth and for the benefit, use, and 
enjoyment of the public, areas of New Zealand that contain scenery of such distinctive quality, 
ecological systems, or natural features so beautiful, unique, or scientifically important that their 
preservation is in the national interest. 

 
(2) It is hereby further declared that, having regard to the general purposes specified in 
subsection (1), national parks shall be so administered and maintained under the provisions of 
this Act that- 
(a) they shall be preserved as far as possible in their natural state: 
(b) except where the authority otherwise determines, the native plants and animals of the parks 
shall as far as possible be preserved and the introduced plants and animals shall as far as 
possible be exterminated: 

(c) sites and objects of archaeological and historical interest shall as far as possible be preserved: 
(d) their value as soil, water, and forest conservation area shall be maintained: 
(e) subject to the provisions of this Act and to the imposition of such conditions and restrictions as 
may be necessary for the preservation of the native plants and animals or for the welfare in general 
of the parks, the public shall have freedom of entry and access to the parks, so that they may 
receive in full measure the inspiration, enjoyment, recreation, and other benefits that may be 
received from mountains, forests, sounds, seacoasts, lakes, rivers, and other natural features. 
 
Conservation Act 1987 
National parks’ management is also governed by the Conservation Act. We note, in particular, 
distinctions made in the section describing the Department of Conservation’s functions: 
 
Section 6(e) 
To the extent that the use of any natural or historic resource for recreation or tourism is not 
inconsistent with its conservation, to foster the use of natural and historic resources for recreation, 
and to allow their use for tourism. 
 
General Policy for National Parks 
We have also closely consulted the General Policy for National Parks, which was established under 
section 44 of the Act, and whose introduction says: 
 
They [national parks] are places where human interference, modification and control should be 
minimal, and enjoyment of them should be on nature’s terms.  
 
We note the following policies: 



 
8.1 Planning and management in general 
8.1(c)Planning and management for recreation and other opportunities for the benefit, use and 
enjoyment of each national park should: 
i) preserve national park values, including natural quiet, as far as possible; 
ii)  minimise adverse effects, including cumulative effects, on national park values; 
iii)  provide for a range of experiences to enable people with different capabilities, skills and 

interests to have the opportunity to benefit, use, enjoy, and gain inspiration from national parks; 
and 
iv)  maintain the distinctive character of recreation in New Zealand national parks, including the 

traditional New Zealand backcountry experience with its ethos of self-reliance. 
 
8.3 Hazards to people 
8.3(a) People are responsible for their own decisions on risks they are prepared to take in national 
parks and for ensuring that they and, generally, those in their care, have the level of skills, 
competence, and the equipment required to cope with those risks. 
 
9 Accommodation and related facilities 
9(a) Accommodation and related facilities in national parks may be allowed for public use, including 
accommodation provided by recreation clubs with open membership, and educational services that 
relate to national parks, consistent with outcomes planned for places. 
 
Matters relating to the draft generally 
 
The draft Westland Tai Poutini National Management Plan is a large shift in direction from the 
original plan created in 2001. As above, the Conservation Act 1987’s ranked priorities are: the 
conservation of natural and historic values; the ‘fostering’ of recreation; and the ‘allowing’ of tourism 
(s6(e)). The draft plan unpicks this framework set out in the Conservation Act and instead reverses 
the priorities; the draft places tourism before recreation and arguably before conservation in many 
parts of the park. 
 
The draft plan makes a number of allowances for development including establishing a 460 ha 
(4.6km2)  amenities area, significant increases in helicopter landings in the park,, a large increase in 
the range of sites for landings (including into areas in the north and south of the park that have 
traditionally been managed to be free of helicopter landings), private accommodation, multiple new 
tracks through unmodified areas, and allowances for dogs in parts of the park. However, it offers no 
visible gains for conservation and recreation to compensate for this ‘nibbling away’. The draft 
document appears out of alignment with the overarching planning framework. Comparing the 
original park management plan from 2001 to the current draft, it seems to be is a significant step 
backward. 
 
FMC considers the draft plan to be a licence for development. It is largely focused on human 
interests while natural values appear to be given little consideration. 
 
The outdoor community 
Groups and individuals with long histories of intimate knowledge of and care and advocacy for 
WTPNP are barely represented in the draft, yet, for many, the area is their spiritual home; respect 



for the park is essential and offense caused to it is unacceptable. They – climbers, other 
recreationalists, naturalists, and New Zealanders generally – and their culture and histories in 
Westland should be properly and proportionately acknowledged and described in the plan. 
Provision should be made for consultation with such groups and individuals where new 
developments or redevelopments are proposed. The result will be a richer and more capable plan. 
 
Graphic presentation 
 
The draft is reasonably well supported graphically; place symbols, Kai Tahu designs, and 
impressive photographs are part of this. However, while the photographs represent the park’s 
grandeur well, they overlook Westlands smaller-scale but nevertheless vital elements – and animals 
whose protection is a statutory priority. Maps, appropriately, are of areas of significance but are too 
lower resolution to read easily.  
 
The plan’s photographs should represent the park’s intrinsic components appropriately. All maps, 
including those showing the park in the context of other public conservation land, and those 
depicting planning constructs, should have higher definition. 
 
The Department of Conservation’s Statement of Intent 
 
Policy 1 in section 3.1 states: 

1. Management of Westland Tai Poutini National Park: 
a) contributes to the Department’s intermediate outcomes and stretch goals identified in the 
Statement of Intent; 

 
However, the Departmental Statement of Intent does not fall from conservation legislation; indeed, 
its ‘Vision’, New Zealand is the greatest living space on Earth, is an ambiguous slogan produced by 
a former government. The statement is non-statutory in terms of the WTPNPMP and, therefore, as 
an irrelevant consideration, should not have a role in it or any other national park management plan. 
 
Objectives 
FMC believes there should be interpretive consistency at management plans’ high levels. This is 
particularly important where parks are contiguous, such as is the case with Westland Tai Poutini 
and Aoraki/Mount Cook.  
 
However, while the draft Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park Management Plan says “Objectives 
describe how the Department intends to achieve the outcomes for the Park and for each Place. 
They support national directions...,” the draft Westland Tai Poutini National Park Management Plan 
says, “Objectives describe what the Department wants to achieve within the Park that are 
consistent with the intrinsic worth and values...” 
 
These definitions are different in many respects, which could lead to difficulties for park managers 
and users. Consistency is required. 
 
Intrinsic worth 
Preservation, in perpetuity, of special areas for their intrinsic worth is at the heart of the National 
Parks Act 1980.  
 



As the purpose of perpetual preservation for intrinsic worth carries an obligation to allow naturally-
occurring things within parks to persist as themselves, anthropocentric aspects of the draft should 
not be carried through to the operative plan. 
Directives and milestones 
The draft plan makes insufficient commitment to actions that clearly express the Act and General 
Policy, for example, preservation of native plants and animals and extermination of introduced 
plants and animals. Where an activity is unequivocally consonant with the statute, then imperative 
verbs should be equally unequivocal (for example, will, protect). Likewise, if activities addressed by 
the plan are clearly discordant with national park values, or limits are necessary to protect values, it 
should be stated unambiguously; the plan should not in any way allow or encourage inappropriate 
activities. 
 
Natural values 
It is clear that the statute and General Policy intend the Department to perform the fundamental 
roles of preserving native plants and animals and eradicating pest plants and animals as far as 
possible. FMC acknowledges that, above and beyond this, non-Departmental groups’ and 
individuals’ involvement can be valuable; however, there should be no implication that such groups, 
whose commitment and skill will inevitably be uncertain, should be core parts of delivering that 
work. 
 
Words and phrases such as safe, quality (as an adjective), world class, exceptional, and high 
quality are used throughout the draft with no clear indication as to what is meant. 
 
The phrase visitor experience is open to a wide interpretive range as it is used in the draft. It should 
be linked to present publicly-agreed visitor management zoning; in particular, independent 
recreationists’ nature-on-nature’s-terms experiences, which are unambiguously provided for by the 
NPA, the CA, and General Policy, should not be downgraded. 
 
As such vocabulary can have significant impacts on the plan’s interpretation, reference should be 
made to the Act and General Policy to determine meanings of words and phrases such as the 
above in the WTPNP context. 
 
Climate change 
As a plan for management for preservation in perpetuity, for an area’s intrinsic worth, by a 
government agency whose purpose is conservation, it is surprising that the draft does not address 
climate change beyond the level required of non-conservation-focussed organisations. It is even 
more surprising that this absence occurs in a draft plan for a park in which the effects of 
anthropogenic climate change are highly pronounced. 
 
The large increase in aircraft landings is surely antithetical to a responsible attitude to 
climate change, and the irony of it being said to be required because of changes to the 
glaciers when that change is largely anthropogenic should be obvious. 
 
The plan should include clear guidance for immediate action that will contribute to reduction of 
anthropogenic climate change. 
 
Soundscapes/Tranquillity and aircraft 
FMC appreciates the work done to date on soundscaping and tranquillity related to aircraft activity. 



However, we see numerous problems associated with the concept as it presently stands, and with 
proposed landing zones, and with the proposed approach to aircraft in general. They are that: 
 

• as a national park, WTPNP should have a very high level of genuine tranquillity. 
• tranquillity is incomplete in that it relates to aural tranquillity perceived anthropocentrically 

only. With statutory direction that WTPNP’s intrinsic worth is to be preserved in perpetuity, it 
is essential that effects of aircraft activity on wildlife and other natural elements of the park 
are properly understood and factored into tranquillity. 

• even if an anthropocentric perspective is the only one considered by tranquillity, effects of 
aircraft on visual and general cognitive tranquillity (for example, aircraft in motion or 
stationary on ridgelines) should be understood and accounted for also (the present plan’s 
explanation P4.3.3(c) and (d) that effects on the enjoyment, inspiration, recreation and other 
benefits that visitors gain from the Park, including knowing one is in a place into which 
aircraft are not allowed to fly or land are in accordance with the Act and should remain 
conceptually in the updated WTPNP.  

• in terms of carbon emissions and contribution to anthropogenic climate disruption, fossil 
fuelled aircraft activity presents further challenge to genuine tranquillity. This is a vital issue 
that needs resolution (as per above sub-section on climate change). We note that all fuel in 
New Zealand is now offset under the Emissions Trading Scheme, however, there is still a 
need for the Department to greatly increase its consideration of climate change in 
conservation planning.  

• there is a fundamental conflict between how the tranquillity tool as applied in the plan and 
the existing visitor management zoning, a system that has provided reasonable degrees of 
certainty and satisfaction in the past. There appears to have been no analysis into conflicts 
and overlaps between the two systems.  

• in relation to the present operative plan, the draft plan would allow much more activity and 
many more landings over greatly-expanded and additional areas of the park which have 
traditionally been managed as remote zones with limited or no landings. No explanation has 
been given for this change. There is a clear conflict in the Spencer/Callery areas and La-
Perouse/Balfour areas between the tranquilly tool, the proposed new scenic landing zones 
in these areas, and the traditional recreational zoning of these areas.  

 
A highly conservative precautionary approach is needed in relation to aircraft activity, at least until 
all aspects of tranquillity are resolved and compatibility with visitor management zoning is achieved. 
This should mean not changing the present operational plan’s aircraft provisions, with only minor 
amendments to cater for recreational landings where glacial recession has made access truly 
difficult and cable or walkwire access is unfeasible, and at new or relocated hut sites where 
consonant with visitor management zoning.  
 
Further, FMC believes reductions in aircraft activity will be needed over time in accordance with 
General Policy 10.6, to properly meet statutory requirements and public expectations of national 
park values’ management. 
 
As noted at the beginning of this section, FMC acknowledges positive aspects of the tranquillity 
mechanism developed to date and believe it could support aspects of visitor management zoning  
and could have some value as a potential monitoring tool. 
 



Additional comments are made under Place headings. 
 
Public hut booking systems 
Care should be taken to ensure self-reliant recreation and New Zealand’s backcountry culture of 
welcoming all comers to huts and providing shelter from the storm prevail. 
 
A significant consideration is the weather’s extreme changeablility, which means that making, and 
making good on, bookings at many of Westland’s huts will always be matters for flexibility. 
 
For these reasons, huts that are challenging and rewarding to reach on foot should in general not 
be made easier to access than at present, and hut booking systems should not be established for 
any public huts except front-country easy-access huts that are under heavy pressure. Where a hut 
booking system is put into place, it should prioritise non-commercial users. 
 
A booking system should only be in place where there is clear evidence of sustained crowding. The 
current policy requires “management action” when a hut is 10% over full on 10% of 
nights. However, management action could include advice to users to consider taking a 
sleeping mat or tent, rather than leaping straight to a booking system. 
 
Public to have right of entry 
As noted above, section 4(2)(e) of the National Parks Act is clear that the public have the right of 
entry. FMC also notes General Policy 8.1(c)(iii), which says a park should: provide for a range of 
experiences to enable people with different capabilities, skills, and interests to have the opportunity 
to benefit, use, enjoy, and gain inspiration from national parks.  
 
It is essential that this is not taken out of context. The statute directs that the park’s natural values, 
including natural quiet, are to be preserved in perpetuity, This applies to the whole park, including 
its easily-accessed areas.  
 
The greater the protection given to natural values, including natural quiet, in easily-accessed areas, 
the easier it is for the public to experience national park values in those areas without making 
demands on other parts of the park. Conversely, the more the plan allows natural values to be 
compromised in those front country places, the more visitors will be compelled to move to other 
parts of the park to experience those values (which, assuming ongoing permissiveness in planning, 
would then face compromise). 
 
The plan should focus strenuously on protection of all the natural values (non-commercial, 
ecological, landscape, aural, visual, etcetera) of Westland, including in its front country areas, to 
enable all visitors, including in easily-accessed parts of the park, to experience those values.  
 
International tourism 
The most significant development since the present plan became operative is growth in 
international tourism. Its impacts are many, from those related to high numbers on the ground to the 
aural and visual pollution of scenic flights carrying small numbers of people. While some factors in 
this expansion are outside the influence of the plan, many are within its ambit, particularly those 
involving commercial demand. 
 
It is axiomatic that WTPNP was created for the same reason it is desired by tourism - for its striking 



naturalness and beauty - and that inappropriate tourism will, perversely and inevitably, negatively 
rebound on those intrinsic qualities. 
 
As tourism’s pressure is expected to grow, the Act and General Policy should be kept in plain view; 
the park’s intrinsic values and non-commercial recreation must have priority, which will likely involve 
making harder planning calls than may have been needed in the past. 
 
Responding to international tourism’s pressure on Westland should be a matter of what the park is 
capable of supplying rather than of meeting demand. The plan must reflect that by planning for 
constraints to visitor activity that compromises its intrinsic values. 
 
Foot access 
Challenges to natural values’ integrity and to access in the park are clear and present and must be 
met head-on. International tourism and the overlapping issue of the collapse of ice and snow due in 
part to anthropogenic climate disruption, are major features of these challenges. 
 
In order to protect national park values, tourist trail development should not exceed provisions 
outlined for Places for the life of the plan.  
 
Increasing physical difficulty of access should not be used to validate further air access unless it is 
absolutely necessary. Indeed, because anthropogenic climate change is inimical to the park’s 
preservation in perpetuity (see Climate change above), and to ensure planning for the park is 
consonant with the statute and General Policy, provision should be made to reduce access by 
aircraft and to improve simple access for self-reliant recreationists (see Soundscapes/Tranquillity 
and aircraft above). 
 
Basic foot access should be fostered and where practicable in line with the Act and General Policy. 
It should cause as little alteration to the landscape as possible; for example, by the marking of 
trailheads and essential stream crossings, and establishment and maintenance of basic cables and 
walkwires. 
 
Recommendations: 

• that the area’s history, including that involving the outdoor community, be 
acknowledged and described proportionately. 

• that the park’s range of natural elements be graphically represented in the plan. 
• that maps be reproduced with higher definition. 
• that the Departmental Statement of Intent not be part of the plan. 
• that the plan’s definition of objectives be consistent with that of other national park 

plans, especially the Aoraki-Mt Cook plan. 
• that the plan make clear that the Department has responsibility for core work relating 

to preservation of natural values. 
• that where words and phrases such as safe, quality, world-class, and high quality, 

and others are used, there is semantic clarity in accordance with the statute and 
General Policy. 

• that the plan include a position on, and immediate actions for, contributing to 
reduction of anthropogenic climate change. 

• that the present plan’s aircraft provisions remain in place with only minor 



amendments where glacial recession has made access genuinely difficult at least 
until issues relating to tranquillity and visitor management zoning are resolved. 

• reductions in aircraft activity be considered in accordance with General Policy 10.6, 
to properly meet statutory requirements and public expectations of national park 
values and reduce emissions 

• that previously-agreed visitor management zoning should prevail at least until an 
evidence-based publicly-notified review has taken place. 

• that hut booking systems should not be established for any public huts except front-
country, easy-access huts under heavy pressure. 

• that where a hut booking system is established, it prioritises non-commercial users. 
• that protection of all natural values in all parts of the park be planned for to enable all 

visitors to experience national park values. 
• that a supply-focussed approach to tourism activity be planned for to ensure 

preservation in perpetuity of the park’s intrinsic worth in accordance with the Act and 
General Policy. 

• that tourist trail development not exceed provisions outlined for Places. that, as far as 
possible, basic foot access should be fostered. 
 

Specific issues.  
 
The proposed Franz Josef amenity area 
 
The plan proposes an amenity area under section 15 of the National Parks Act 1980 to build a 
gondola up and over the Franz Josef Glacier from near its terminal face to Almer Hut. 
 
 
 

 
Map 1: The proposed amenities area in red 



 
 

At this stage it looks like the gondola will provide access close to Almer Hut. This 
would undoubtedly improve recreational access. The gondola would also be able to 
operate in weather conditions that would make flying too dangerous. 
Mountaineering access would be improved, and it would remove the need to fly in 
to some areas. 
 
However, the 12-bunk Almer Hut would come under an enormous amount of 
pressure from recreational and commercial users and tourists alike. Furthermore, 
the general public and tourists in large numbers would be able to access exposed, 
technical, glaciated terrain with little physical effort. This access will almost-certainly 
result in ill-prepared parties venturing into difficult terrain and we would likely see an 
increase in backcountry accidents. With steep, inaccessible terrain above and 
below it, this area would be far more exposed than any area accessible from, for 
example, a NZ ski field. 
 
This park is part of the Te Wahipounamu South West New Zealand World Heritage 
Area (one of three in NZ). The gondola may affect the area’s world heritage status. 
Other developments on a similar scale overseas have resulted in areas being given 
‘world heritage in danger’ status and in some cases removed from the list – 
https://whc.unesco.org/en/news/522/. 
 
Rationale for development and profit 
The rationale for creating the amenities area and allowing the gondola is that while 
park visitors can view the glacier from a distance, due to the current glacial retreat 
access for people without climbing skills is limited to using a helicopter. DOC also 
allude to a possibility that the gondola will decrease flights by referencing tranquility 
and the effect of aircraft at this point, however statements by the local operations 
manager in recent media coverage counter this point, and the draft plan provides no 
policy support to implement a higher level of tranquility in the event that the amenities 
area is approved and the gondola built. 
 
Currently 31,025 landings are allowed on the Franz Josef Glacier each year. The 
draft plan allows for a 7% increase to 33,215. More importantly, snow field landings 
above the glacier (in addition to on the glacier) will increase 43% to 33,040 according 
to the Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society. Landing zones areas are also set to 
increase in size to allow helicopters to choose a safe landing site within a large area 
rather than specifying small sites where landing risk could change over time. The 
draft avoids directly discussing the issue of flight increases/decreases which is 
certainly far from reassuring. It seems unlikely to FMC that Skyline Enterprises would 
build a gondola if they thought it would negatively affect their successful Helicopter 
Line business and it seems we’ll see more flights, rather than fewer. 
 
Another area for consideration is where the profits of the gondola venture will go. 
Another similar business on this scale operating on PCL under amenity area is 
Ruapehu Alpine Lifts (RAL) in Tongariro National Park, Central North Island. RAL is a 
closely held limited liability company, however, all profits are put back into the ski 
field. While RAL has shareholders, they do not earn dividends nor do the shares 



increase in value. Shareholding simply offers members a chance to participate in the 
management of the ski field. 
 
In the Westland National Park gondola venture, all profits would go directly to Skyline 
Enterprises as well as whatever joint venture partner is required to make the project a 
reality. While this is fair to a degree (they would be taking much of the financial risk), it 
would be preferable to see any development on this scale use a model where profits are 
invested back to the community/iwi and conservation. 
 
RAL pay significant concession fees, although the amount is not released publicly. This, in 
part, has generated ill-feeling with local iwi – Ngati Tuwharetoa who have campaigned for a 
larger role in the management of the national park. Skyline Enterprises and the gondola 
could well create similar tensions. 
The rationale for the gondola is that walking access to the glacier has become 
compromised due to glacial retreat and the draft implies that the gondola would remedy 
this. The draft also notes that areas to view the glacier are currently well provided for 
through short tracks from Waiho River carpark. 
 
However, looking at the proposed gondola route through the proposed amenities area, the 
terrain it will access is steep, prone to icefall, avalanches and rockfall. It’s unlikely to open 
usable routes for glacier walks. A physical experience from the gondola onto the Franz 
Josef glacier is unlikely to be possible without making massive changes to the terrain and 
carrying out avalanche control work. Instead, the gondola would likely be used to give 
visitors a view of the glacier, an experience that DOC say is already available. It can’t 
therefore be argued that the gondola replaces the loss of access onto the glacier due to 
retreat. 
 
Uncertain future 
Another concern is the fast retreat of the glacier. The terminal appears to be at an altitude 
of 1700m, just slightly higher than the Turoa ski field carpark. The gondola would offer 
views 3.5km further up the glacier than currently possible through walking. 
 
According to glaciologist Dr Brian Anderson in 2016, “by the end of the century, nearby Fox 
Glacier will have retreated up to five kilometres and lost nearly 40 per cent of its mass. 
Franz Josef Glacier on the West Coast has among the fastest melt rates measured 
anywhere in the world.” – https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/82972910/quick-
retreat-of-new- zealands-glaciers-an-issue-for-tourism 
 
Looking at the topographic map, this would mean that the glacier may retreat out of view 
from the gondola terminal station in future. Even a smaller shift of 2-3km would make it 
difficult for visitors to see much of the glacier from the gondola. As it loses mass, the glacier 
also becomes less attractive and the world around it becomes one of brown, crumbling 
rock. FMC can’t help but wonder if chasing the glacier up the mountain in the face of such a 
rapid retreat is a flawed plan. 

 
Looking at the topographic map, contours are stacked heavily in the terrain the 
gondola would run through and it is evident that this would be an extremely bold piece 
of engineering. The gondola would cross large avalanche paths and almost all of the 
country would be too steep to access on foot. History tells us that with even the best 
intentions and engineers on the job, an avalanche, slip, earthquake or extreme 



weather event are all very real risks. The possibility of the project failing before 
completion needs to be considered. 
 
 

Photo 1: Turoa’s new high-speed quad on the upper mountain was hit by a 
human-triggered avalanche mid-season 2018.



 
Photo 2: European alps gondola Picture: Alamy 

 
Similar ventures overseas 

The European Alps offer a number of high-altitude gondola experiences where 
visitors can view glaciated terrain including the Matterhorn Glacier Gondola which 
terminates at 3,883m above sea level. There seems to be no reason to also try 
and compete with the gondola opportunities offered overseas. Perhaps Westland’s 
point of difference is the glacier is only accessible by helicopter or on foot? It’s also 
worth noting that the areas these European gondolas operate in are subject to 
continental climate patterns, which are more significantly more stable and less 
volatile than South Westland’s maritime climate. Furthermore, Tourism West 
Coast’s current marketing strategy for the region including Westland National Park 
is ’Untamed Natural Wilderness. An amenities area with a gondola in the heart of a 
world heritage area means that the area could not be described as natural, 
untamed, Wilderness by any stretch of imagination. 
 

FMC’s position on the amenities area 
The amenities area legislation places development access over conservation. There 
are no environmental gains with the gondola proposal and no plan to offset the loss of 
the amenities area with other additions to the park. Skyline Enterprises is currently 
building a new gondola and restaurant in Queenstown which will cost about $100 
million. The Franz Josef gondola proposal is several times longer with a much higher 
altitude gain – the terrain is much less accessible – and it would be an extremely bold 
and difficult undertaking. To recoup the investment, the gondola would need to 
transport high numbers of visitors and the ride may be very expensive – by our 
speculation, beyond what many recreational users would be willing to pay and 
perhaps comparable to what it currently costs to fly in. 
It would also involve turning this area into a construction zone resulting in tens of 
thousands of helicopter flights during the building phase. Previous discussion of 
providing provision in the plan for a higher tranquility setting for the area if the 
proposed amenities area is granted has not been mentioned in the draft. 



Commercially viable short distance electric aircraft may become available for use in 
the lifespan of this plan. They would be ideally suited to the Franz and Fox situations, 
offering quiet transport with minimal and reversible effects on the environment. The 
gondola may not be necessary. 

 
FMC is thus opposed to the amenities area proposal. 

 
Paid carparking 
 
The draft plan discusses the possibility of paid car parks at the glacier car parks. 
FMC considers that this is both unnecessary, contrary to other government policy, 
and inconsistent with the National Parks Act. If the point of the car parking charge is 
to limit parking stays and to encourage the use of park and ride, then why not make 
the case for length restrictions. If the point is to obtain further revenue, then the 
impending introduction of the international visitor levy at the NZ border surely 
provides a more efficient mechanism of collecting that money and distributing it in 
part back to conservation. 
 
FMC is strongly opposed to the paid car-parking proposal, but is willing to consider 
the case for parking length restrictions, provided exceptions are made for genuine 
recreationalists undertaking longer trips. 
 
Dogs 
 
In an unusual move, the draft park plan makes some allowance for recreational dog 
walking on popular walks near Fox Glacier and Franz Josef townships. The tracks 
are Tatare Tunnels Walk, Callery Gorge Walk, Canavans Knob Walk, and Neils 
Creek Track. This provision is not lawful or consistent with the Act. Section 53C of 
the Act states: 
 
The Director-General shall not issue a dog control permit under section 56B(1) 
unless he or she is satisfied— 
(a) that a dog is essential for the proposed activity 
 
In short, dogs are simply not allowed under law and, as management plans and 
bylaws are subsidiary to the statute, the law cannot be overridden by a provision in a 
management plan or bylaws. The towns are not in the park, they are adjacent to the 
park, and the restrictions on dogs in national parks are well known. No dogs and few 
humans currently resident in the town would have been there before the park was 
created, so all would have been aware of the current restriction before they had a 
dog in the area. 
 
Ngai Tahu 

The wisdom of groups like Forest and Bird who once would have played a much 
larger role in the creation of park plans like this has been replaced by DOC’s Treaty 
partners, Ngai Tahu and Makaawhio. While the Treaty partnership could be a positive 
for the park, in this draft plan, information provided by the partnership detracts from 
the core purpose of a national park management plan. While the existing park plan 
focuses on the natural values of Westland National Park, the new draft focuses more 
on human-centric values; nature’s voice is missing. For example, Maori folklore is 
interwoven with facts and science throughout. This provides little direction to 



managers who use the park plan for management direction. Instead, this style of 
document is long and difficult to make one’s way through. It also confuses myths for 
facts.  
 
Additions 

The Paparoa National Park Management Plan review was completed in 2017, it is 
now considered to be a blueprint for future park plans. The PNP plan contains a 
number of milestones for adding land to the park. For example the Charleston 
Conservation Area – an area of karst that contains about 20 significant caves is due 
to be investigated as an addition in 2019. The Westland Park Plan, however, 
contains no suggested additions. 
 
FMC considers that this plan review offers a terrific opportunity to upgrade 
adjacent land to the park and additions could , if our concerns about the 
amenities area are not taken on board, in part offset the loss of the amenities 
area. 
 
There were a number of small areas of conservation land that DOC planners 
suggested upgrading/adding in an earlier draft of the new plan but they are 
missing from the draft review now. 
 
There are vast areas of stewardship land to the north and south of the park with 
high conservation and recreation values that need to be considered for addition 
to the park. 
 



 
There are vast areas of stewardship land to the south, north and west of the park with high conservation and recreation values which 
should to be considered for addition. This includes a large section of the Southern Alps/Ka Tiritiri o Te Moana. 

 



New walks and accommodation  

There are a number of new tracks, upgrades and private accommodation proposed. 
For example, “With the increasing challenges of maintaining safe access to view 
points in the Fox Valley the future opportunity exists to create a new tramping track 
and overnight opportunity at Mt Fox within the Te Hiritiri o te Moana (Glaciers) Place. 
A loop track of approximately 20km in length back to Fox/Weheka Township is 
proposed. The climb to the tops is approximately 900m with stunning panoramic 
views of the Southern Alps/Ka Tiritiri o te Moana. There is opportunity for a 
private/public partnership providing chalet style overnight accommodation from fully 
catered luxury rooms through to back- packer style bunks.” 
 
Another proposal is the proposed new multi-day track between Okario and 
Gillespies/Waikohai Beach 
 

“Opportunities exist in this Place to create a safe multi-day backcountry lowland tramping 
experience between Ōkārito and Gillespies/Waikōhai Beach” 
 

In each of the areas listed little oddities sneak through like in the Karangarua/Copland 
Valley section under “Management Considerations”, “there is potential for Kāti Māhaki 
to re- establish guiding and accommodation opportunities within this Place.” 
 
In general FMC is concerned by the flippant way these ideas have been incorporated in the 
document and sub documents and ask that they are removed. However as they are present 
we have made some comments below on the limited information provided. 
 
Mt Fox within the Te Hiritiri o te Moana (Glaciers) Place 
 
“With the increasing challenges of maintaining safe access to view points in the Fox Valley 
the future opportunity exists to create a new tramping track and overnight opportunity at Mt 
Fox within the Te Hiritiri o te Moana (Glaciers) Place. A loop track of approximately 20km in 
length back to Fox/Weheka Township is proposed. The climb to the tops is approximately 
900m with stunning panoramic views of the Southern Alps/Ka Tiritiri o te Moana. There is 
opportunity for a private/public partnership providing chalet style overnight accommodation 
from fully catered luxury rooms through to back- packer style bunks.” 
 
While a new track and hut would create a new recreation opportunity, it would displace an 
existing one. The existing track to Mt Fox is well known as an accessible place for non-
mountaineers to get an outstanding view of the central Southern Alps without any overt 
human development. Some go there as a day walk, while others choose to camp. A new 
track and hut would irrevocably alter that experience.  
 
If a hut is provided, the idea of a private/public partnership providing chalet style overnight 
accommodation from fully catered luxury rooms through to back- packer style bunks needs 
to be dismissed outright. While a basic hut may alter the character of a place, a luxury 
lodge will destroy it for many. In particular, such facilities inevitably lead to demand for 
helicopter access, with fly-in/walk out, fly-in/fly out and pack transport services marketed as 
part of “the package”. Furthermore we believe the current track is adequate and any new 
tracks unnecessary. 
 

 
 
 



Ōkārito and Gillespies/Waikōhai Beach 
 
Much of this coastline is currently a pristine area and is one of the park’s corners free 
from development, but yet, the proposal offers a different type of tramping experience 
which is not available elsewhere in the park.  While this would be well received by some 
in the outdoor community to others a track through an area which is currently completely 
untracked/wild would be seen as an intrusion. While the track is consistent with the 
recreational zoning of the area FMC would like to see a cautious approach applied where 
the gains of a new multi-day trip would be weighed against the change a new track would 
cause to one of the most remote areas of the park. Equally environmental impacts such 
as creating a predator highway through the area need to be considered. FMC would more 
likely support a simple route with just key rivers bridged and campsites established where 
visitors travel along the easily traversable coast rather than an intrusive great walk style 
track. The expectation would be that this track/route would be created and managed by 
DOC rather than be managed privately. 
Another consideration is the current unprecedented amount of coastal erosion in Westland. This is 
caused by a number of factors including increased severity and frequency of cyclones and sea level 
rise. This trend will continue with New Zealand's sea level predicted to rise between .5 of a metre 
and 2 metres by the end of the century. The effect of this would likely be catastrophic for the coast 
line inside the National Park. The podocarp forests and wetlands which this route/track would pass 
through are only just above sea level and this is likely one of the areas most effected by climate 
change. It would be unfortunate to build a new track with huts and bridges only to have to abandon 
it a couple of years later. A simple route which moves with the ever changing beaches would be 
more practical. 
 

Soundscapes and tranquility 

For FMC, this is the most fundamentally broken part of the management plan. 
Essentially, a scientific tool in development – the soundscapes modelling and 
tranquility tool has been extended well past its capacity into areas recreational 
zoning, and landing allocation. FMC has identified the following system issues with 
tranquility: 

a)  FMC supports the basis of the tranquility tool, that is, mapping anthropogenic 
noise within the environment. Dr Jeff Dalley has undertaken world-class work here. 
However as identified in the key issues section of this submission, the tool has 
much development work to be undertaken before it can be used in the decision-
making context. It is the way in which the tool has been used beyond its scope as 
an allocation tool which is of grave concern.  

b) The Plan sets tranquility outcomes for places based on the soundscape 
modelling. However, the outcomes sought are not clear on if they represent current 
state, or a desired future state, and the process behind setting the outcomes is 
opaque. FMC requests that additional information is placed identifying the current 
tranquility state and future desired tranquility outcomes with the degree of change 
required (usually a downward trajectory) into every section of the plan which 
references tranquility outcomes.  

c) There is a major flaw in how the tranquility mapping has been overlaid onto 
existing recreational or visitor zones. Anthropogenic noise and the recreational 
experience on the ground in the park are fundamentally different things. However, 
the Plan appears to assume that in remote parts of the park where existing 
tranquility levels are medium to high that this justifies the extension of scenic snow 



landings into places where they have not been authorised before. The Plan allows 
scenic snow landings in the Spencer, Burton, Balfour, and La Perouse Glaciers, 
which have traditionally been managed as a remote recreation zone. In short, 
Tranquility as applied here breaks recreational zoning simply because there is some 
existing noise in the sky.  
 
FMC requests that further analysis work, in conjunction with stakeholders, is 
undertaken to ensure that recreational and visitor zoning retains its preeminence in 
the planning framework.  

d) Overlapped onto this flaw is an apparent internal policy that states that aircraft 
landings cannot be applied for a specific activity – so aircraft landings are allowed 
on the neves of the remote glaciers in the park for all activities, but in reality it is 
primarily tourism landings as climbers in these areas have always walked in. But 
yet, Whitewater New Zealand have requested a small parcel of landings below the 
terminal face of the La Perouse Glacier to enable their members to occasionally run 
the Cook River. This is a pinnacle experience for their members, would not affect 
the recreational experience in the area (as small numbers of landings for specific 
activities are consistent with remote zones) but DOC’s internal policy about not 
linking landings to activities prevents this, at the same time as destroying the 
recreational experience on the upper neves. Linking recreational activity to landings 
makes sense in sensitive remote zones of parks and has been successfully used in 
the Mt Aspiring Plan (recreational kayaking in the Waiatoto). Something has gone 
fundamentally wrong in the design of this plan, which consultation with stakeholders 
would have addressed.  

FMC is opposed to any aircraft landings in the La Perouse, Balfour, Spencer and 
Burton catchments apart from a small parcel of allocations below the terminal face 
of the La Perouse River for recreational kayakers only seeking to run the river.  

e)  The Plan allocates many extra aircraft landings across the park, in a new 
“envelope” approach. FMC has no fundamental issues with the envelope approach 
in areas that have traditionally had aircraft access, such as the Fox and Franz 
neves, but there is a fundamental issue with the concept of allocating extra landings 
and then assessing the effect of the extra landings against tranquility outcomes 
later, when the ability to roll the landings back if necessary is limited. This is cart 
before horse. You only need to look at the difficulties that the Department is having 
rolling back over-allocated landings on Ngapunatoru Plateau to see that.  Policy 13 
(page 63) may be ultra vires, because it indicates that a reallocation process for 
landings will happen that may be outside of the plan, with no guarantee of public 
input. This process could easily increase numbers, reduce them, change their 
designation in place, space, and time, without a statutory process other than 
changes to concessions.  

FMC is opposed to any additional aircraft landings in the Park until it can be proven 
that tranquility outcomes will be met. FMC can only support additional aircraft 
landings by way of a future partial plan change if it can be conclusively shown that 
tranquility outcomes can be met. FMC requests that all aircraft landings be 
maintained at current levels until such time. FMC considers that a partial plan 
change is the most appropriate way to address allocation in the future.  

 



 
Detailed points 

1. Page 13, the plan references the non-statutory Departmental Statement of Intent. 
FMC requests that references to this are removed as it is non-statutory, and 
reverses the hierarchy of conservation planning instruments. The same applies with 
page 16.  

2. Page 24, “the park is a dynamic hazardscape”. A better word, “environment” is 
suggested, as hazardscape is clumsy. 

3. Page 29, amend section 1.4 to include “Federated Mountain Clubs”, as FMC was 
active in the early work to create the New Zealand national parks system – it was 
one of the primary tasks of the early executive following establishment in 1931. The 
NZAC is a member of FMC. 

4. Page 51, Section 4 contains a reference or implicit delegation to an internal DOC 
planning tool - “icon sites”, under the Destination Management Framework or DMF. 
FMC opposes the reference to the tool as to the plan, it’s a “black box”. Instead 
reference all “Icon” sites directly.  

5. A similar argument applies on page 53 –this this references the DMF, and again, 
is something of a black box. Delete. 

6. Page 65 Policy 7 states to “foster recreational opportunities with small business 
and Makawhio”. To FMC this statement conflates section 6(e) of the Conservation 
Act, which states “foster recreation and allow tourism”. To be consistent with 
section, the policy must read “encourage tourism opportunities with small 
businesses and Makawhio…”. This gives the policy its appropriate place within the 
hierarchy.  
 
7. Policy 3.1.1 on page 69 is different to its Aoraki/Mt Cook counterpart. Review for 
consistency. 
 

 8. Page 70: We believe that a bylaw requiring removal of human waste is premature. 
Bylaws enforcing behavior need a degree of buy-in before they are viable. We 
support policy 6, which requires the Department to work with the community on this 
topic, and believe that if this is done effectively then a bylaw may be viable in the 
future. 
 
9. Page 70, policy 9 hints at a black-box allocation process for aircraft landings. In a 
plan which does not give stringent limits, this is a concern. FMC requests that any 
allocation process be guided through a partial plan change, given that this plan 
should identify an allocation process, or at least a method of public involvement in 
that plan process. 
 
10. Page 71, policy 12 is inconsistent, in that it provides the standard 50% bunk 
space limit for concessionaires, but then allows a higher than 50% occupancy if the 
hut is unoccupied. The policy is internally inconsistent, and the unoccupied 
exception must be deleted. 



 
11. Page 71, policy 15 suggest at user-pays within the park. This potentially conflicts 
with legislation of freedom of access and may also conflict with the proposed 
international visitor levy. It appears odd for one part of government to be proposing 
an efficient border tax at the same time as the Department of Conservation 
proposing car-parking and other charges without a clear rationale as to how they are 
effective and/or necessary. FMC requests the deletion of the user-pays approach. 
 
12. Page 75, section 3.11 (aircraft). This section has inconsistencies with the 
Aoraki/Mt Cook section, particularly around the treatment of paragliding. Whilst there 
is only limited paragliding within the park, the extensive submission of the New 
Zealand Hang Gliding and Paragliding Association (an FMC member) applies here 
too with respect to the conditions governing any concession that may be issued for 
paragliding. FMC requests that the decisions made on the Aoraki/Mt Cook 
paragliding provisions be similarly applied to the Westland plan. For instance, there 
should be no requirement to notify the aircraft users group, as the radio provisions 
under the Mandatory Broadcast Zone are enough (see the letter from the users 
group included in the NZHGPA submission on Aoraki Mt Cook for instance) 
 
13. There is no clear linkage in the policies on page 75 and 76 to ensure that the 
proposed tranquility system is written into aircraft concessions. Instead, all that 
exists is a monitoring policy (policy 11). To FMC, this looks as if the tranquility 
system has no teeth. 
 
14. Similarly, it is not clear how the public will have any involvement in any future 
limited supply aircraft allocation system in these parks. Policy 2 (page 75) states 
only for involvement of Aviation New Zealand, and given that the plan itself provides 
less guidance than its predecessor on how to handle aircraft allocation, it risks open-
slather on aircraft access when it comes to enforcing limits, limits that don’t exist in 
practice. 
 
15. Page 79, section 3.2.4. This section needs to be consistent with Aoraki/Mt Cook, 
and the advice of the New Zealand Alpine Club and climbing community on the 
issue. 
 
16. Page 90: Add policy 2 (iv) “where it can be demonstrated that the biodiversity 
benefits outweigh the costs in terms of effect on tranquility and on other users. 
 
17. Page 90: Policy 3 forbids authorisations for ground hunting, trapping or 
poisoning in the Fox Glacier/Te Moeka a Tuawe and Franz Josef Glacier/Kā 
Roimata o Hinehukatere valley. There doesn’t seem to be a basis for this. 
Presumably, it would mean no pest control at all, as aerial 1080 is unlikely to be 
used in such a high use area. 
 
18. Page 103 – Nga Puna Ora Lowlands Place. There is no linkage to the visitor 
zone setting for this place (presumably frontcountry or backcountry-accessible) 
 



19. Page 111 – Glaciers Place. Pioneer Hut is managed and owned by the 
Department of Conservation, not the New Zealand Alpine Club, which just manages 
and owns Centennial Hut. 

 
20. Page 117 mentions an “acceptable level of tranquility”. How acceptable has 
been defined is not clear. 
 
21. FMC is supportive of a park and ride concept provided that exceptions can be 
made for recreationalists undertaking longer trips whose pattern of recreation cannot 
fit with the park and ride service. 
 
22. Page 119, FMC requests that the limits from the current Westland National Park 
Management Plan apply until such time as the effect of any new limits on tranquility 
and recreational experience can be shown. FMC is opposed to the removal of any 
annual limit on landings, as this removal alone could result in a dramatic increase in 
actual and paper landings. 
 
23. Under policy 3(c) it is not DOC’s statutory role to provide “safe” helihiking 
opportunities. Remove the word “safe”. 
 
24. FMC is strongly opposed to the “High Alpine Landing Zone” including the 
Spencer/Burton and La Perouse/Balfour remote areas. This is a fundamental flaw of 
the plan and it must be removed if recreational zoning is to retain its integrity. 
 
25. Page 120: The proposal to allow off-road vehicle concessions for access to the 
glacier is flawed. Firstly, the term “safe walking access” is highly subjective. 
Secondly, vehicles on the river flats would significantly affect the experience of those 
who chose to walk. 
 
26. For vehicle access (page 120), any replacement of carparks in the valleys must 
be replaced with a free park and ride service, in order to give effect to the principle 
of free access to National Parks. 
 
27. FMC is strongly opposed to car-parking charges (page 121) for the following 
reasons:  
 
a) It is inconsistent and potentially conflicts with the proposed border levy. If DOC’s 
goal is to increase revenue, car-parking charges are minuscule compared to the 
border tax, of which a substantial proportion will be returned to DOC. 
 
b) It is not clear what DOC is trying to achieve here. If it is trying to control traffic, 
then implement parking length restrictions, as it is not clear how parking charges will 
do anything other than increase DOC’s compliance costs and risk DOC being seen 
negatively as a parking warden, or worse, the provision of the parking warden 
service will be privatised.  

 



28. On Page 135, as with the other places, there is no link in the policy to the visitor 
zone. 

 
29. FMC is opposed to the semi-commercial Sierra Room at Welcome Flat Hut until 
such time as the Annual Backcountry Hut Pass is returned to be available for use in 
both the Sierra Room and Welcome Flat Hut.  

 
30. FMC is supportive of an activity-limited landing zone on Cassel Flat away from 
the hut to enable recreational kayaking drop offs only. 

 
Overall recommendations 
 
FMC considers the plan in its current draft form is not fit for purpose. The plan, and some 
of its fundamental concepts are deeply flawed and broken. We request the draft plan be 
withdrawn and rewritten.  
 
Conservation in New Zealand has become highly complex, as a result of a multitude of 
factors. It is deeply disappointing to see that the primary documents that govern our special 
places are reducing, rather than increasing in quality, at the same time as the challenges 
are getting greater.  

Hard questions need to be asked and actions put in place as to why such poor-quality 
plans are being written, and why the workload on NGOs such as FMC is increasing in 
increasingly desperate attempts to fix them. A substantial degree of confidence in the 
Department has been lost as a result of this exercise.  

These plans contain numerous and fundamental errors and inconsistencies, 
particularly but not limited to the systems used to zone land, allocate commercial 
opportunities, and which are likely to be inconsistent with legislation and general 
policies. We do not believe these plans to be fit for purpose. We urge the 
conservation board to consider the gravity of the errors and make fundamental 
changes to the plans. If the fundamental changes required are not possible, then we 
request that the Boards decline to advance the plan changes, and request from the 
Department that new plans are drafted". 

FMC requests that the Board produce an interim report indicating if it believes that 
the Plan’s issues can be fixed, and if not, a recommendation to the Minister that the 
draft plan be dropped and work started again on fundamental components of it. 

FMC thanks you for the opportunity to submit. 

Yours sincerely,  

Peter Wilson 

FMC President and Executive member in charge of Westland submission 


