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30 March 2020 

 

 

Dear Karina, 

Submission on an application by Sky Play Adventures Limited to construct and operate a zip               

line on Huka Falls Scenic Reserve (permission application number 64297-OTH) 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the application by Sky Play Adventures Limited. 

Federated Mountain Clubs was founded in 1931 and advocates for New Zealand’s backcountry             

and outdoor recreation on behalf of more than 21,000 members in 94 clubs nationwide, and for                

the wider outdoor community generally. Our members are involved in outdoor pursuits including             

tramping, mountaineering, whitewater activities, caving, and more. Huka Falls Scenic Reserve is            

of high importance to our membership because of the walking and kayaking opportunities it              

provides. 

 

Our stance on the application by Sky Play Adventures Limited 

FMC is opposed to the construction of a zipline at Huka Falls. 

 

We wish to proffer constructive alternative paths. 

 

We do not wish to be heard in support of our submission 

 

Preserving public space and the common good 

FMC understands that the applicant has framed this proposal as an opportunity to create a               

visitor attraction that will showcase the local landscape. 

FMC firstly questions the need for such an opportunity, given that visitors have a chance to                

appreciate the local landscape through the existing walking track already, as well as in jet boat                

rides to the base of the falls.  
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Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, our view is that not only would the proposed zip-line               

add nothing to the above opportunities; it would in fact detract from both due to its high visual                  

and noise impact, while offering ‘thrills’ rather than a chance to genuinely appreciate the              

landscape. 

FMC objects to the proposal in light of the need to protect natural values and provide for                 

recreational enjoyment.  

 

A summary of statutory considerations 

Huka Falls Scenic Reserve is an area of land (and river) classified as a scenic reserve pursuant to                  

the Reserves Act 1977. The reserve is managed by the Department of Conservation. We              

understand that this application is being considered under Section 17SC of the Conservation Act              

and the rest of our submission reflects this. 

 

The requirements of an application under Part 17SC of the Conservation Act 

Concession applications face a very high bar under the statute. 

The applicants are able to apply for a concession (s17R), but they must ensure that the contents                 

of the application enable its proper consideration (s17S). 

FMC considers that many of the requirements in s17S have not been met. In particular the                

description of the potential effects of the proposed commercial activity on recreational and             

scenic values is in part inadequate, and in part specious.  

The impact assessment supplied by the developer suggests the visual effect of the proposed              

development on the existing walkway along the Waikato River would be minor since the              

walkway is mainly under forest canopy. There is no denying however that the few viewpoints               

along the river would be heavily affected. 

Significantly, there is no mention of the visual impact of the proposed zipline on the Huka Falls                 

lookout, one of the main tourist attractions in the area. Proposed tower N2 and the first and                 

second ziplines are all in the immediate vicinity of the lookout, and would greatly detract from                

the latter. 

The developer also acknowledges the noise of the proposed operation, but states that it would               

not significantly add to the existing noise level, because of already existing jet boat operations.               

FMC does not accept this argument. Being a minor, rather than major, contributor to a negative                

situation is not a positive or even neutral thing.  

The argument relating to noise generated by existing jet boat operations should be dismissed,              

and the impact of the proposed development should be assessed independently from existing             

operations.  
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It should also be considered that jet boat operations do not have any permanent (structural)               

impact on the landscape, and that their impact ceases as soon as the machines are shut down.                 

The proposed zipline however requires the installation of fixed structures that would leave             

permanent scars in the landscape. 

 

Matters to be considered by the Minister 

Pursuant to s17U the Minister, or the Minister’s delegate, must weigh several statutory tests. 

s17(U)3 provides that “the Minister shall not grant an application for a concession if the               

proposed activity is contrary to the provisions of this Act or the purposes for which the land                 

concerned is held.” (emphasis added). Huka Falls Scenic Reserve is held “for the purpose of                

protecting and preserving in perpetuity for their intrinsic worth and for the benefit, enjoyment,              

and use of the public, suitable areas possessing such qualities of scenic interest, beauty, or               

natural features or landscape that their protection and preservation are desirable in the public              

interest”. 

FMC’s position is that the proposal is abrasive to the scenic interest, beauty, and landscape               

qualities of Huka Falls Scenic Reserve. There is little doubt that criss-crossing a small reserve with                

a series of long wires which in many instances traverse the river gorge, and would be occupied                 

regularly by other visitors, would affect the visual and aural aesthetic. 

This effect would extend to the public’s experience as they travel through the reserve on track                

and encounter large groups of tourists and supporters at key scenic points and also on the public                 

walking tracks. Knowing that these encounters or crowding would always occur would reduce             

the public’s appreciation and use of the reserve. There is clear potential for some degree of                

displacement of the public and appropriation of the place by the commercial interest over time. 

FMC observes also that where the development of scenic reserves is contemplated in the              

Reserves Act (s19(2)(c), reference is to “open portions of the reserve”, where facilities are              

“necessary to enable the public to obtain benefit and enjoyment from the reserve”. The area               

being proposed for development is not “open” and the facilities being proposed are certainly not               

“necessary”. There is clear evidence that the public is already obtaining benefit and enjoyment              

from the reserve through the existing riverside track and jet boat operations. 

s17(U)4 provides that “The Minister shall not grant any application for a concession to build a                

structure or facility, or to extend or add to an existing structure or facility, where he or she is                   

satisfied that the activity—could reasonably be undertaken in another location that— (i) is             

outside the conservation area to which the application relates;” (emphasis added). 

FMC believes that there are numerous other places outside Huka Falls Scenic Reserve where a               

series of ziplines with associated structures could be built. This is evidenced by the success of                

other zipline operations in places that don’t have the same high level of natural and recreational                
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values. We encourage the applicant to turn attention to appropriate private land, where zipline              

operation, which is arguably intrinsically inimical to conservation values, would be a better fit. 

S17(U)1 provides that the Minister shall have regard to a variety of matters. These include               

matters we have raised already such as displacement of recreationalists and crowding and the              

diminishment of scenic and landscape values, and other issues such as the nature of the activity                

- is a tourist attraction with a primary focus on speed and excitement an appropriate use of this                  

already busy reserve? FMC believes that comprehensive assessment of these matters will lead to              

the conclusion that commercial development of this nature is inappropriate. 

S6(b) provides that it is a function of the Department of Conservation “to advocate the               

conservation of natural and historic resources generally”. FMC believes that the Department of             

Conservation should seize the opportunity to encourage the development of the project on             

private land, in concert with a restoration project or other suitable conservation efforts. 

 

Conservation Management Planning  

Conservation Management Strategies and Reserve Management Plans provide thoroughly         

considered agreed visions for the future of publicly owned spaces within a relevant statutory              

framework and provide bases for assessing potential effects. 

Tongariro-Taupo Conservation Management Strategy 2002-2012 recognizes Huka Falls as a key           

visitor site, attracting over 900,000 visitors a year. 

In the Land Inventory Sheet for Huka Falls Conservation Reserve (Conservation Unit 60077), the              

CMS recognizes the following values for the reserve: 

“Special Values: Very high visitor use. Huka Falls has national geo-preservation significance.” 

In Point 4.3.10 Objectives, the CMS aims 

“To provide appropriate reserve status for Huka Falls and Craters of the Moon to recognise their                

national importance.” 

And in principle 4, Fostering Recreational Use of Public Conservation Land, the CMS States: 

“There is intense visitor pressure on public conservation land at a number of key sites within the                 

conservancy. The public have a right of access to this land and its use and enjoyment engender                 

support for conservation. But it is important not to allow degradation of the visitor experience               

through overuse or threats to natural or historic values. Natural quiet – that is an environmental                

state around which external influences (for example infrastructure, noise or significant visitor            

numbers) are minimised in order to provide for a visitor experience which is unencumbered by               

outside influences – must be considered. Degradation of natural and historic resources beyond             

the current limits is the department’s principal concern. Providing experiences without exceeding            

social or physical carrying capacities is a high management priority.” 
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The Department of Conservation thus recognizes that visitor pressure at key visitor sites like              

Huka Falls is high already, and expresses concern about degradation beyond the current limits. In               

light of this concern, further development of the already highly modified Huka Falls Scenic              

Reserve should be rejected. 

Likewise, we do not believe that a zip-line is compatible with a site’s listing as having national                 

geo-preservation significance. 

 

FMC’s position 

In light of all of the above,  FMC submits that  

● the application should be declined. 

● the project should take place on private land. 

● the Department of Conservation should advocate for the conservation of natural           

resources, and take the opportunity to encourage the applicant to develop the project on              

private land possibly in concert with restoration. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Jan Finlayson 

FMC President 
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