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t was a hot, hot February day.  

Farmers looked skyward for a sign of rain, the 
last of Mt Egmont’s snowcap retreated into the 
summit crater, and office staff in the county 
council building turned on fans to break up the 

cluggy air. 

Ten miles away, a couple of once-popular river 
swimming holes gathered their daily topcoat of milky 
foam.  

Water temperature in the waterway’s dwindling 
summer flow headed towards a daily peak of 75 
degrees Fahrenheit, warmer than the surrounding air 
in the shade of the bush.1 

Before the county council meeting started, the elderly 
chairman stood up and nodded to the councillors, who 
followed his example, taking off sports jackets and 
loosening ties.  

“We’ll take the first item in committee. No need to 
leave,” he said to the newspaper reporter. “You know 
the ropes.” 

The health inspector’s report was cautious. After 
complaints from trout fishermen, he’d visited the 
dairy factory, but found no evidence of pollution.  

The factory manager told him there might have been 
the odd accidental spill, but everything was okay now.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the inspector’s official opinion, the river was 
probably not too bad, because there were fish living 
in it, which indicated there was enough oxygen for 
them to breathe.       

He said it would take a lot of inspections and much 
water testing to establish whether there was a serious 
problem.  

He was worried about that: his report described recent 
water conservation law changes that were likely to 
bring in so many inquiries his office would be too 
“grossly understaffed and under-equipped” to cope. 

Chairman: “Thank you. I move we receive the report, 
and the health inspector monitor the river over the 
next six months.” He looked round the council table: 
“Any discussion?”  

The councillors, dairy farmers and dairy factory 
directors to a man, looked down at their agenda 
papers.  

The chairman chose a seconder, there were some 
mumbled “ayes”, and the county clerk scribbled a 
note for the minutes.  

“Next item.” 2 
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nsurprisingly, about the time this county 
council meeting took place in Taranaki in the 
early 1970s, the attention of most people in 

the developed world was elsewhere. 

Apollo 14 had just landed on the moon, Idi Amin had 
taken over as president of Uganda, Britain was going 
decimal and abandoning the 12 shilling system (after 
1200 years), the musical Oh! Calcutta! had opened in 
New York, and the first gay-themed TV episode was 

shown on All In The Family. 

A few, though - partly inspired by American writer 
Rachel Carson’s book about 
the effects of pesticides3 - 
were interested in a hitherto 
relatively obscure social 

movement that was gathering 
pace.4  

Environmentalism, more 
commonly called 
“conservation” back then, had 
been around since the 19th 
century industrial revolution, 
but by the early 1970s the 
concerns of its adherents 
were for the first time being 
reported on the covers of 
influential news magazines 
like Time and Newsweek.  

A US school science teacher calling himself “The 
Fox” was enthusing early eco-warriors by plugging 
factory outfalls with bales of hay and throwing 
buckets of sewage into the corporate offices of 
industrial polluters.5 

But closer to home, the impact so far was virtually 
non-existent. Save The Whales6 had yet to capture the 
imaginations of Taranaki school children, who were 
still learning with pride about Port Taranaki being the 

biggest cheese exporting port in the world, and that 
the dairy industry creating this distinction was the 
most efficient on the planet.  

Townies may have laughingly begrudged their rural 
neighbours’ claim to being “the backbone of the 
country”, but acknowledged the province was well off 

because 2800 cow cockies got up at an ungodly hour 
each day to milk 250,000 cows, then did it again in 
the late afternoon. 

Then they sent the product of this hard labour down 
the road to the region’s 45 or so dairy factories for 
processing into butter, cheese, casein and milk 
powder for the globe. 

Initially, it was mostly only the trout-fishermen (for 
most were men) who noticed the downside to this 

arrangement of converting phosphate fertiliser-fed 
grasses into liquid gold via the four stomachs of the 
cow.  

Acclimatisation societies - originally set up in the 
19th century to import wildlife and plants from 
“home” in an at-times misguided attempt to recreate 
the English countryside – had been reporting dairy 
factory river pollution since 1930.  

They had some success in appealing to the farmer-

owned dairy companies to cut back on the amount of 
waste they piped into the streams, but by the end of 

the 1960s environmentalism had yet to 
make much impact on those operating 
the world’s biggest dairy farm.  

The county council meeting described 

above was typical of the indifference 
shown by the dairy industry, whose 
representatives dominated rural councils. 

Dairy factories were only the most 
noticeable part of the problem. Almost 
without exception, every one of the 

hundreds of streams that run off Mt 
Taranaki was used as a handy drain for 
cowshed washings and piggery wastes, 
and many farmers bothered to fence their 
cattle out of waterways only if there was 
risk of stock loss from floods.  

U 
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An informal survey of North 
Taranaki in 1971-72 and 
information supplied by trout 
fishermen showed few if any of 
the streams was fit to water 
cattle by the time they reached 

the Tasman Sea, let alone safe to 
swim in or use for domestic 
water supply.  

At times they rivalled the 
kaleidoscopic waterways of 
industrialised Europe and 

America. 

Except water colours here were 
at least confined to white (milk 
wastes), red (blood and guts 
from freezing works and 
abattoirs), brown (shingle quarry 

sediments, cowshed wastes and 
stock tramping along streambed 
and banks) and green (algal 
blooms in summer).7 

As will be shown in this book, the region’s water 
resources are one of its most precious assets, 
supplying lush grasslands and hundreds of thousands 
of pastoral farm animals and the industries and human 
population that rely directly and indirectly on them 
for a living.  

The amount and reliability of rainfall is largely the 
gift of Mt Taranaki, the 2518-metre volcanic cone 
that, with its lesser associates, helped create the bump 

sticking out from the west coast of the North Island.  

It’s a magnet for weather systems circling the globe’s  
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southern temperate latitudes from west to east. They 
arrive across the Tasman Sea, alternating high and 
low pressure, fine and wet, clear skies and cloudy, on 

a roughly weekly timetable, dumping heavy rainfall 
onto the mountain and the Ring Plain formed around 
it by past cycles of eruption and erosion. On the 
mountain itself, rain gauges record up to eight metres 
a year – enough to submerge a power pole.  

A computer model at New Plymouth’s 

Puke Ariki Museum (right) shows 
how the volcanic cycle of Mt 
Taranaki works. 

Eruption builds it up into the familiar 
peak, erosion caused by sun and rain 
reduces it to rubble that is carried 

down to the sea by rivers and wind.  

The museum model speeds the 
process up: in fact, it takes thousands 
of years to go through each round.8  

The result is the circular Ring Plain, 
which slopes gently towards the 

coast, intersected by hundreds of fast-
running waterways, most of which 
arrive at the beach before having a 
chance to combine into wide, slow 
rivers. 

The latter are found inland, originating in soft-rock 
papa hill country that turns them permanently 
muddy and opaque.  

Only one, the Patea, starts on the mountain and then 
meanders through hill country, although the 
Waitara does something similar in reverse, starting 
inland, then being joined by a Ring Plain river. 

There are 286 main river catchments that flow into 
the sea and 530 named rivers.  

The two largest rivers – the Waitara and Patea  – 
drain large areas of the Ring Plain and hill country. 
The remaining catchments are relatively small.  

More than 300 rivers and streams emerge from 
Egmont National Park, a 33,534 hectare reserve that 
was created around the mountain in 1900.  

The region has 10 lakes bigger than 8ha, and the 
eastern hill country hosts 11 major river systems. 

The region once had extensive wetlands and 

swamps, but successive farming generations have 
drained them for pasture, assisted by generous 
government grants that, throughout the second half 
of the 20th century, subsidised drainage projects by 
as much as two thirds of the cost.  

The Ngaere Swamp south of Stratford - legendary 
resting place of Mt Taranaki as he made his mythical 
journey up from the Wanganui River - was once so 

vast that undefeated Maori warrior Titokowaru was 
able to vanish into its hidden pathways for a time in 
1869. 

Now the swamp itself has all but vanished, as has 92% 
of the province’s wetland area.  

The Ring Plain streams are 
special.  

As early settlers cut down the 
bush closer and closer to the 
edge of the mountain slopes in 
the latter half of the 19th century 
to establish crops and dairy 
farms, they found the fast-
flowing waterways constantly 
cleanse themselves as they riffle 
over beds covered with rocks 
and shingle. Major spring-
cleaning was done regularly by 
freshes after heavy rainstorms.   

Excellent sources of 
water…convenient drains.  

IMAGE: TRC 
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Dairy factories making butter and/or cheese had 
sprung up in 126 Taranaki places by 1900, always 
close to a river so they could draw water from weirs 

and intakes upstream, and empty waste-water and  
spills out through pipes below 
the buildings (like this one at 

Cardiff).  

Milking sheds were built on 
river banks for the same reason, 

a process that expanded in the 
1890s when electricity and 
milking machines enabled farms 
to increase production.  

The 20th century saw improved 
pasture growing techniques, 

high use of phosphate and later  
ammonia-urea fertiliser, increased stock rates and the 
ever-growing production of milk and its processed 
end-products.  

However, this came with a great environmental cost.  

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

Jan Wright, in a recent parliamentary report on water 
quality, identified three main eras of water pollution 
in New Zealand history.9 

The first in early settlement times resulted from 
human and animal sewage tipped into streams from 
whence people got drinking water. 

The second came from land erosion caused by various 
eras of forest clearing (pre-European, colonial land 
settlement and post-World War II). 

The third is the outcome more recently of intensified 
farming and industry adding a noisome mix of 
nutrients (nitrates and phosphorus) and toxic 

chemicals. 

Two laws - the Public Health Act 1872 and the 
Municipal Corporations Act 1876 – led to the creation 
of town sewage and water supply systems, although 
in many cases that merely diverted untreated sewage 
into the sea or rivers downstream from community 

drinking water intakes.  

The Soil Conservation and Rivers Control Act 1941 
spawned 17 catchment boards across the country - 
although not in Taranaki - that were tasked with 
addressing soil erosion and flooding problems.  

Three early attempts at passing a law to control water 

pollution were unsuccessful, says Dr Wright, but in 
1953 the Waters Pollution Act gave rise to the 
Pollution Advisory Council to regulate end-of-pipe 
discharges into water.  

Aggregation of this and the 1941 soil and rivers law 
occurred in 1967, when the Water and Soil 
Conservation Act set up the National Water and Soil 

Conservation Authority, a central government agency 

that would drive water quality control for nearly 25 
years, until the Resource Management Act arrived in 
1991.  

It was this law change that eventually led to formation 

of the Taranaki Catchment Commission in 1970. 

Early catchment records from its 18-year existence 
(1970-1988) show that money handed out by the 
National Authority was to fund soil conservation 
(anti-erosion) work on farms, flood control in 
waterways, riverbank protection, willow removal, 

sand dune stabilisation and land drainage. 

There was rarely, if ever, any money granted to 
prevent water pollution, other than that caused by 
sedimentation. 

Politics and economics of the second half of the 20th 
century focused on increasing primary and 

manufacturing production.  

Environmental costs that had no obvious short-term 
benefits, if they were to be met at all, would have to 
be funded by sources other than big government. 

That meant ratepayers (property owners, whether they 
owned a farm, a factory or a house in town) and the 

waterway users themselves (farmers, quarry 
operators, factory owners, power generators, town 
councils, and eventually the oil and gas industry). 

The main theme of this book is how Taranaki has 
weathered a half-century clash between prevailing 
laissez-faire but subsidised agronomics and the 

nagging conscience of a new generation’s fears for the 
natural environment.  

It is no exaggeration to say the struggle has been 
immensely costly and divisive. It has moved at glacial 
pace, and while better progress has now been made in 
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Taranaki than anywhere, it’s by no means resolved.  

Rather than half-hidden piped outfalls and 
devastating land erosion, the focus now is on water 

pollution that is largely invisible, although it can 
become obvious when conditions go bad - such as on 
some hot, hot February days. 

 

t the very beginning, the task could not have 

seemed more improbable.  

That assumes those at the first meeting of 
Taranaki Catchment Commission on April 2, 1970, 
had more than a vague idea of what lay ahead. It’s 
unlikely they did.  

It would be another three years before the newly 
formed environmental watchdog would confirm a 
sobering statistic - that 3000 sources of pollution were 
fouling nearly every one of the province’s hundreds 
of rivers, swamps, creeks, streams, lakes and the sea. 

This was the time Taranaki finally began to face an 
unpleasant reality about what was happening to its 
water resources environment.  

On that first day, a jury-sized bunch of good men 
(there were no women) gathered in Stratford County 
Council’s chambers to launch a body  

that had been reluctantly formed to focus the 
province's 18 town and county councils on their 
obligations under the Water and Soil Conservation 
Act 1967. 

In forming its catchment commission, Taranaki was 
one of the last regions to participate in the Act’s new 

regime, although, to be fair, other provinces were 
ahead mainly because of their need to control 
flooding and land erosion. Many of those had elected 
boards, and big staffs of engineers whose focus was 
flood protection work.  

The Taranaki commission was a weaker version, its 

members not elected democratically, but appointed by 

10 of the region's biggest councils.  

It began with no fulltime staff. At the beginning, 
nobody knew for sure how many sources of pollution 
there were. 

Although the law put equal stress 
on managing soil erosion, fixing 
water pollution was always going 
to be the TCC’s biggest test. A 
booklet on cowshed waste 

disposal circulating at the time 
estimated 1200 tons of manure 
and urine were being dropped on 
concrete in New Zealand each 

year, "equivalent to the square of Palmerston North 
being filled to a depth of 100 feet".  

Some rivers ran white at times from dairy factory 

discharges. The dozen factories operated by South 

Taranaki's Kiwi Co-Operative Dairies Ltd alone 
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pumped 75 million gallons of waste a year into 

various rivers, creeks and the sea.  

Stock also went to four big meat freezing works and 

two abattoirs, which emptied varying amounts of 

blood, guts, fat and grease into waterways. Three so-

called animal by-products companies collected dead 

stock and processed them, with similar consequences. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Animal hides went to tanneries and wool to scouring 
works, all of which put their toxic wastes into the 
rivers.  

The province had a well-developed road network, 
sealed with the help of dozens of quarries that stripped 
rock out of riverbeds and discharged sediment-laden 
water back into rivers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above left: Tapuae, below 

the dairy factory.  

Above: Mangaotuku in 

New Plymouth, below 

Taranaki brewery.  

Left: Waiweranui Stream, 

Warea. Right: Unknown.  

Bottom left: Everett Park, 

Manganui.  

Below: Waitara. 

 

Polluted Taranaki waterways in 1971 
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Unknown amounts of poisonous substances were also 
coming from engineering works, manufacturers, 
fertiliser works, agricultural chemical factories, truck 
washing yards, and other kinds of farming, like 
piggeries and chicken farms.  

Minutes from that first brief gathering of the 
commission in 1970 hint at an even more insidious 
problem the organisation would face in its first decade 

- politics.  

They record the presence of a hefty cohort of 
government bureaucrats from the National Water and 
Soil Conservation Authority, which was charged with 
installing a new mentality within the all-powerful 
agricultural community.  

These people would have seen it as 
no accident Taranaki was one of the 
last areas to come into line. 

Finally forced to take action, the 
Taranaki councils had taken no 
chances. They nominated senior and 

experienced local body politicians 
to the commission, and they 
retained the means of keeping the 
organisation on a tight leash.10 At 
this stage it was to be funded from a 
levy paid by each council.11  

The councils’ initial expectation 
was it would function inexpensively 
with no fulltime staff (just part-time 
secretary Ken Little, seconded from 
Stratford County Council), relying 
for expertise on government bodies 

like the Ministry of Works and the 
Department of Agriculture and 
Fisheries.   

The government departments were 
wise to that strategy, and by the 
third meeting (May, 1970) the  

district commissioner of works was giving the first of 
many warnings that the commission would have to 
“stand on its own feet” and technical staff would be 
needed to investigate water applications.  

His people at the Ministry of Works could not handle 
such work indefinitely, he told commission members, 

reminding them that the Manawatu Catchment Board 
had 21 people working for it.  

He was politely thanked and told the question of 
permanent staff “would be left meanwhile to see what 
eventuated in the immediate future”.12  

It would be more than three years before the TCC got 

its first fulltime staff member. It didn’t even have a 

filing cabinet until the fifth meeting in September 
authorised one. 

But lack of staff, procedures and experience were 

apparently no impediment to the new commission at 
least seeming to do its job. At the inaugural meeting, 
it granted the first three of many hundreds of what 
were called “water rights”. 

It had no independent expertise to judge the merits of 
early applications, so relied initially on catch-all 

guidelines written by a government body called the 
Water Allocation Council, and the varying judgement 
of local council inspectors.  

The first one granted by the 
commission was a five-year 
right for the Toko dairy 

factory to take 150,000 
gallons of water a day from 
the Patea River for casein 
manufacture.  

Any discharge had to meet 
standard conditions set out by 

the national Water Pollution 
Council, but as would soon 
become apparent, that did 
little to stop some factories 
continuing to discharge 
wastes.13 

The use of rivers for quarrying 
and associated activities like 
concrete-making also showed 
up at that first meeting.  

The second water right went 
to a ready-mixed concrete 
company to take 30,000 
gallons a day from the 
Waitara River for five years 
and discharge waste water 
from a settling pond.  

The main condition was that the discharge was 
allowed to discolour the river for no more than 100 
years (later corrected to “yards”) below the outfall. 

The third right merely reaffirmed permits already 
given out by the national Pollution Council. These 
allowed the discharge of wastes into Kaupokonui 
River.  

The meeting minutes give no other details, but this 
probably referred to the Lactose Company, which 
would emerge as a long-term polluter of the 
Kaupokonui. 

A big proportion of the river’s flow had been diverted 
through the company’s factory and piped back to the 
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river, on occasions containing toxic and discolouring 
wastes and high temperatures. 

At first, the commission seemed able to rely on Ken 

Little’s part-time availability for handling water right 
application paperwork, and the use of county and  

borough council engineers and health inspectors to 
deal with those using the water, as well as some 
involvement by Department of Agriculture farm 
advisors.  

But as the initial trickle of applications became a 

flood and applicants began to encounter conflicting 

rulings by those visiting their properties, the pressure 

to expand the commission became intense.  

By the fourth meeting in June, the commission 

discovered a clause in the Act that would relieve the 
pressure: it was the facility to declare a general 
authority for all farmers to take any water they 
needed, so long as they didn’t discharge any 
pollution.  

It would be used by the commission on an annual 
renewable basis for the next few years to give farmers 
the legal right to water, although the major flaw 
would turn out to be the pollution clause, which was 
toothless without monitoring and enforcement.  

Polluters could just carry on until the commission got 
around to confronting them with something stronger 
than a letter telling them to desist. 

Pollution complaints increased.  

The trout fisher members of the three acclimatisation 
societies (Hawera, Stratford and Taranaki) now found 
they had two targets for their complaints - the new 
commission, as well as local councils.  

But results were just as hard to come by.  

Although they had previously succeeded with a few 
polluters, the societies discovered that at first the 
commission was just another frustrating layer in the 
bureaucracy. 14  

Formal concerns they raised in December, 1970 - 
about pollution of the Punehu River, the Ngatoro-nui 

Stream and the Kaihihi Stream (Okato Dairy factory), 
a truck washing operation at Midhirst, the need to 
restore a fish ladder on the Waiau River, and a Bell 
Block quarry that had no water right – were in every 
case simply referred back to the local council, where 
the stalling continued. 

An example was the saga of the Okato and Puniho 
Co-Operative Dairy Factory Company Ltd. Its 
discharges into Okato’s Kaihihi Stream were a long-
time source of angst among the Taranaki society’s 
members. 

The river sometimes ran white. It stank and there were 

milk curds on the riverbed below the factory outfall. 

Bottom fauna was destroyed, and trout turned white 

and flabby from gorging on whey waste.  

President Tom Watt wrote to the commission two 

months after it was set up to describe the state of the 
river from “continued pollution” by the factory and a 
piggery downstream.   

Ken Little passed the complaint to the Taranaki 
County Council, in whose area the factory operated 
(and whose chairman was also at one stage chairman 

of the factory company).  

County clerk John Putt replied a month later that it 
would be “some considerable time” before the county 
health inspector could respond properly because a full 
investigation would have to be done in all climatic 
conditions.  

Later that same month, the inspector reported that he 
had visited the site, but saw no pollution (possibly 
because the river was running high and the factory 
wasn’t working).  

The manager told him every effort was made to 
ensure pollution didn’t occur, but admitted some 
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whey might be accidentally spilled from tankers now 
and again.   

In September, Little wrote to the dairy company 

saying although no pollution was found, “it appears 
that some improvement is necessary.”  

The company was told to get advice from the Dairy 
Wastes Committee (part of the Water Resources 
Council) to ensure improvements were done before 
the next dairy “flush” and summer low flow.  

The Okato company general manager said they had 
taken interim measures to reduce “any slight pollution 
which may have occurred in the past.  

“I note that when investigated the complaint proved 
groundless and this would suggest that we may be 
having some success.” 

But not a lot. On November 10, Watt and a fellow 
society member visited the river about 9.30am and 
saw two discharges (one of full whey wastes) coming 
out of the factory, turning river water white and  
leaving curd on the 
riverbed.  

They remonstrated with the 
factory manager, but three 
hours later the waste flows 
were still going and the 
river was still white.  

In his complaint to the 

commission a week later, 
Watt wrote: “Your 
commission informed us 
after we last laid 
information with you (1st  
June, 1970) that action would be taken, but the factory 

manager told me no action had been taken, as far as 
he knows.” 

The commission asked the society to be patient: “in 
view of the number of years that pollution such as is 
being reported has gone on rather uncontrolled, 
‘overnight’ results can not be expected”.  

There was only a limited amount the commission 
could have investigated at once because it had to rely 
on local authorities to act on its behalf.  

“Such investigations can not take complete 
precidence (sic) over their normal local authority 
work and therefore some delays may occur.” 

Before year’s end, however, Watt’s observations were 
confirmed. The county health inspector had watched 
the river over five months and in a report on 
Christmas Eve reported “conspicuous discolouration, 

large quantities of curd, and slime and sewage fungus 
on the rocks”.  

By now the manager and chairman readily admitted 

pollution was occurring, and were “most concerned”.  

The problem was coming from factory floor washings 
and spillages, sediment from a whey storage tank, 
spillage at the tanker filling stand and tanker washing. 
However, tests for oxygen in the river showed levels 
still above the allowable minimum. 

In March, 1971, the commission sent a stern letter to 
the dairy company, requiring it to take the necessary 
steps to ensure there was no more pollution.  

The company general manager said the company was 
“very concerned…and necessary steps are being taken 
to avoid polution (sic) to a minimum from all sources 

of contamination”.  

Neither he nor the commission said what “the 
necessary steps” were. Over the following summer 
(1971-72), the society noticed little had changed.  

The Taranaki Herald 
published photos of factory 
discharges, including the 
one at left.  

A year later in December, 
1972, the county’s new 
health inspector reported 
the factory was still 
polluting the river with 
floor wastes, tanker 
washings and possibly 
whey. 

In early 1973, a report on 
the Okato factory problems by the Dairy Wastes 

Committee (whose services had been suggested more 
than two years before) reviewed the problems. 

It warned they were about to get worse because the 
neighbouring Oxford Rd factory would soon add its 
50,000-gallon daily milk intake to the existing 35,000 
gallons. 

The report suggested a pipeline be built two and a half 
miles down to the sea. It also said the factory ought to 
get a water right. 

Although the company initially feared such a pipeline 
would meet public resistance, it was constructed and 
operating by May, 1976.  

Its fears were justified: some people objected, 
including in 1983 Phyllis Komene of the Taranaki 
Iwi, who would become a formidable opponent of 
water pollution in her district and active supporter of 
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a conservation order placed on the Kaihihi’s close 
neighbour, the Hangatahua (Stony) in 1985.15  

The commission said her objection would be heard by 

April the following year, but nothing further appears 
in the commission’s records and the company later 
merged with the Egmont company, which eventually 
closed the Okato operation as dairy processing 
amalgamations spread through the province. 

 

y the end of its first year in business, the 
commission was under great pressure from the 
government to expand its capacity. 

Commission members realised they needed to know  

a lot more about the state of the waterways and how 
best to deal with the various pulls on their use. 

As well as dairy farming, that included requests to 
build water supply dams, take water for irrigation, 
quarry shingle from riverbeds, generate power, drill 

for oil, pour treated sewage into rivers, and discharge 
toxic factory wastes.  

At this stage, it did not even know how much water 
was flowing down the streams and rivers for which it 
was granting water rights, nor how well those 
waterways could deal with the quantities of waste it 

was allowing to be discharged.  

It had no policies on how farmers should deal with 
cowshed washwater (waste drainage, “honey 
wagon”16, spray irrigation or treatment ponds), or on 
stream diversions, cattle bridge and culvert building 
on farms, river flood protection, willow removal, 
riparian planting, fertiliser use, and farm water 
supplies and dams. 

It decided to ask all 18 local authorities to survey their 
water users, setting a deadline for early 1972.  

Although the strategy was nearly derailed when one 

council started despatching pollution notices to 
offenders without involving the commission, by May 
1972 the commission had pollution survey results in 
from 11 councils, with another three close (five never 
replied).  

By late 1972, the survey showed there were about 

3000 cases of pollution in the region.  

The commission drafted a warning letter for councils 
to send to those identified as polluters, along with a 
pamphlet produced by the Taranaki Electric Power 

Board about how to dispose of 
cowshed wastes. 

Members by now conceded 
inspection and monitoring would 
eventually have to be done by 
people independent of council 
influences. 

One council (Eltham Borough) 

pre-empted that concern when its 
health inspector refused to have 
anything to do with pollution 
complaints.  

The commission approached the 
Department of Health for help, but 

its Taranaki medical officer of health said his 
inspectors were not available.  

He warned once the commission granted 300 water 
rights it would need its own inspectors. Other 
government departments represented on the 
commission – agriculture and fisheries, forestry, 
conservation, works and development – took the same 
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line, although the Dairy Division of the Department 
of Agriculture at least provided some advice on waste 
disposal methods.  

Limited assistance was available from the Dairy 
Wastes Committee (which reported on the Okato 
dairy factory) and a dozen or so dairy companies 
asked the committee for technical advice.  

But that’s all it was – advice – and whether the 
companies heeded it was another matter. A 

commission request for the committee to make its 
dairy shed inspectors available to check farm outfalls 
was declined. 

The commission was still able to refer the bigger and 
more complex discharge applications to the Water 
Pollution Control Council, as it did with one from the 

Moa Farmers Co-Operative Dairy Company in 
Inglewood in early 1972. Moa wanted permission to 
discharge 320,000 gallons of cooling water a day into 
the Waiongona-iti Stream.  

Later that year, the National Water and Soil 
Conservation Authority told the commission from 

now on it (the commission) alone was responsible for 
permits to discharge. 

In March, 1972, the commission was starting to 
threaten polluters with court action under the 
Water and Soil Conservation Act.  

A Hurford Rd pig farmer in Taranaki County 

had the dubious distinction of receiving the 
first such commission letter, saying that 
“future occurrences [of pollution] could lead 
to prosecution”.   

It proved an empty threat – in September his 
pollution brought another complaint, which 

the commission asked the county council to 
investigate again. 

It followed up with a letter including the 
weasel words “…any future pollution will 
result in consideration being given to 
prosecution”. 

Midway through that year, however, the 
commission began gearing up for possible 
legal action by appointing its first solicitor. 

As pressure built to do something more than 
send threatening letters (the Taranaki Herald 
series – right - appeared about this time, 

echoed by a story on national television), it was 
becoming obvious the national organisation’s 
insistence on the commission having its own technical 
staff could not be resisted much longer.  

Even basic administration was proving a challenge.  

The commission paid Stratford County Council just 
$1500 for the first year of Ken Little’s services and 
for use of the council chambers for meetings, but by 

the second year the county had seen how much work 
was involved and asked for $4000. 

The commission was hogtied by not having its own 
direct source of major funding.  

It could get limited money from the national authority 
to help farmers with soil conservation, drainage and 

flood protection schemes, but had no power to charge 
rates or anything more than a limited fee for granting 
water rights.  

Its operations were mainly paid for from the small 
annual levy paid on a proportional basis by the 
councils.  

And councillors were wary of any moves to expand, 
especially in the rural counties, whose ratepayers 
would be the main target of cleanup measures.  

When, in 1972, the national organisation issued 
detailed advice on staffing needs for pollution control, 
the commission decided to raise its funding concerns 

with the Taranaki Local Bodies Association, which 
co-ordinated Taranaki-wide local government 
matters.  

However, the association deflected the appeal, saying 
the commission needed to approach each individual 
contributing council. 

The commission decided to put some of the focus 

back on councils, so issued a request for them all to 
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send in an annual report saying what they were doing 
about policing water rights.  

By August, some members of the commission called 

for the appointment of a technical director, but the 
majority held firm – there would be no staff. A move 
to review the levy on councils was similarly defeated. 

Meantime, warning letters sent to polluting farmers 
were starting to touch a nerve.  

Federated Farmers (of which catchment commission 

chairman Bruce Dryden was by now the New Zealand 
president) complained about deadlines being imposed 
on its members.  

A pollution committee set up by the commission in 
August, 1972, dealt with a flood of denials, claims 
that pollution was only minor, or that nothing could 

be done because of lack of money, or the farm was 
being sold or re-developed, or the farmer was sick or 
uncertain about his or her future in the industry.  

Initially 56, and later hundreds, asked for an 
extension, saying they were taking corrective action, 
such as spray irrigating, discharging into a gully, 

dispersing manure from a sledge, or building a new 
cowshed.  

Spray irrigation was the most popular measure. A 
loan was available from the government State 
Advances Corporation, and there was a rush on 
pumps and spray gear, although later it would emerge 
that irrigating was not as effective as it seemed. 

The commission at first dealt in open meeting with 
the farmer cases, but now started going into 
committee to talk about the dairy company cases.  

At its September meeting, for example, it heard in 
closed session details of what would become one of 
the longer sagas; the Moa company’s pollution of the 
Kurapete Stream, a tributary of the Manganui/Waitara 

catchment whose dairy waste-fed waters at times 
turned the popular Everett Park swimming pools into 
foam-covered, no-go places.17  

In November, the Lactose Company’s continuing 
toxic pollution of the Kaupokonui River was also 
discussed without the media present. 

However, a solution to the dairy company problem 
was in sight.  

The rapidly expanding Kiwi Co-operative Dairies had 
emerged as a major player from a number mergers in 
South Taranaki and at the end of 1972 advised the 
commission it would next year centralise all its 
operations at Whareroa just south of Hawera.  

It was the beginning of a merger era that would 
eventually close almost all the Taranaki dairy factory 

outfalls and see the emergence of Fonterra’s massive 
Whareroa plant, which eventually included a long 
outfall into the Tasman Sea. The same outfall today 

also takes treated sewage from Hawera and Eltham, 
and meatworks wastes. 

By now, the drought was about to break on the vexed 

question of staff.   

In March, 1973, Stratford County Council said Ken 
Little’s workload with the commission was now too 
big to enable him to continue working for both 
organisations. The commission decided to appoint its 
own secretary.  

But it was something other than the heavy flow of 

dairy industry water rights applications and pollution 

follow-ups that probably tipped the balance, 

something first mentioned in the commission’s 

minutes in May, 1973 – Maui (above).18 

Eric McCallum, chairman of Hawera County Council 

and a foundation commission member, warned of the 

effects that plans to develop the world’s 20th largest 

gas field would have on the commission’s work, 

particularly in the field of coastal pollution.  

The commission had already been granting water 
rights to oil exploration companies like Shell BP and 
Todd and Aquitaine, but the 1969 discovery of Maui, 

off the Taranaki coast, would drive a new era of petro-
chemical industry development that demanded a high 
level of technical and scientific expertise from the 
commission.  

The challenges it would face were exemplified by an 
application from the New Zealand Electricity 
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Department to have coastal waters around New 
Plymouth declared “waters of national importance” 
for the benefit of the department’s 600 megawatt 

power station built near Port Taranaki.  

The application, which would have allowed the 
department to bypass the commission, was later 
withdrawn. But it demonstrated the hardball attitude 
of central government to environmental concerns if 
the national economy was in play.  

Under the government of National 
Prime Minister Rob Muldoon the 
issues would soon be captured by 
the controversial label “Think 
Big”.19 

The man who would build the 
commission into an organisation 
capable of handling those issues 
and distinguishing itself as the 
“University of Stratford” for its 
scientific achievements, was also 

its first fulltime employee.  

John Vincent Douglas, the holder of a bachelor in 
agricultural science, was offered the job as 
commission secretary/treasurer in July, 1973. 
Douglas would soon become manager of the 
commission, a role he filled until 1988, the last days 
of the organisation’s successor (Taranaki Catchment 
Board) before it was reinvented as today’s Taranaki 
Regional Council in 1989. 

"Dougal" Douglas would eventually leave under a 
cloud for financial transgressions that breached the 
commission’s trust, but long before that happened he 
and a succession of strong commission chairmen and 
members created an organisation that led the country 

in developing anti-pollution strategies and methods of 
monitoring waterways to see how they were coping. 

 

ne of Douglas' first tasks when he started in 
October was to get more information about 
the province’s river flows and how best to 
allocate rights to take water and discharge 

treated wastes.  

He would pick up on a deferred proposal to draw up 
water allocation plans for rivers under pressure from 
users. And he saw a need to survey the extent of the 
province’s underground water reservoirs, which 
would turn out to be more extensive than the surface 
waterways.  

By late 1973, the commission was looking at buying 
four moveable water gauges to monitor water flows 
in rivers between Oakura and Waitara. 

At his second meeting in November, Douglas was 
confronted with the beginnings of a pollution story 
that would continue to this day – Waitara.  

Waitara Borough Council wanted a permit to build a 
pipe more than a kilometre out to sea from the river 
mouth, and permission to discharge nearly six million 
gallons of partly treated town sewage and meat wastes 
from the Borthwicks freezing works.  

Both were then going 

straight into the river 
in what was arguably 
the worst single case 
of pollution in 
Taranaki (left).20 

At a meeting with 25 council inspectors, including 
representatives from the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Fisheries, he heard that in other parts of New Zealand 
court cases against polluters were failing because of 
lack of scientific evidence.  

There had been no prosecutions in Taranaki so far, 
although plenty of threats. By early 1974, the 
commission’s constituent councils had issued 189 
notices to polluters giving them 28 days to desist; 
another 300 were due to go out. The total had grown 
to 554 by April, with 368 replies.  

Although reporting from councils was inconsistent, 
the commission reckoned the 3000 original problem 
polluters had been dramatically reduced to just 400 
hard core cases.  

By the following year, Douglas would claim it was 
merely 100. But the estimates were overly optimistic.  
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The most popular fixes for cowshed waste - pumps 
and irrigation or land drainage systems - were 
breaking down, with pump mechanisms proving 

inadequate for the job and long delays getting 
electricians to do the wiring.  

Many farmers whose original discharges into streams 
had supposedly been fixed were giving up on broken 
systems, but they still counted as resolved until a 
council officer got round to re-inspecting them.  

It would be some time before farmers were 
encouraged to build treatment ponds instead. 

A list of streams the commission considered polluted 
in April, 1974, included Inglewood’s Kurapete (Moa 
dairy factory and Inglewood sewage treatment pond 
discharge), Tapuae (dairy factory), Waiongana (pig 
farm and dairy farms), Waihi, Wataha, Pungareere 
(dairy factory), and Arawhata, as well as Lake Waiau.  

 But it was hardly a complete list, given: 

 the Waingongoro River (right) 
was being polluted by the freezing 
works in Eltham and the town’s 
sewage (overloaded with cheese 
and food processing factory 

wastes);  

 the Kaupokonui was subject to 
occasional fish kills by the Lactose 
Company;  

 the Waitara was still receiving 
sewage, wool scouring and 
meatworks discharges, as well as 
dairy wastes from the 
Manganui/Kurapete catchment;  

 the Waiwhakaiho was subject to 
abattoir pollution and fish kills from 
the fertiliser works;  

 the Kaihihi was still getting discharges from the 
Okato and Puniho dairy factory, and the 
Pungarehu and the Kapoaiaia from Egmont 

dairy factories;  

 the Mangati in Bell Block was being polluted 
by industries and the sewage ponds;  

 Bell Block dairy factory tipped its wastes off a 
cliff onto shellfish reefs on the coast;  

 the expanding Kiwi Dairies was planning a 

similar cliff outfall near its Whareroa complex;  

 and New Plymouth still put its raw sewage into 
the sea from the short Elliot St ocean outfall. 

There were undoubtedly many others, such as small 
town sewage ponds draining to some streams and  

septic tank seepage going into others.  

This was indeed the era of the pipes. Only scant 
attention was given at this stage to what would 

become the province’s major pollution problem – 
nutrient run-off from the farms. 

By August, 1974, though, things would start to get 
more serious. The commission was finally ready to go 
to court. From a list of about 150 troublesome 
farmers, seven were picked out for a final warning, 
being people who had ignored all pleas.  

In November, the first five cases, against pig and 
dairy farmers, were heard in the Hawera and New 
Plymouth District Courts, with the commission 
winning them all and the defendants fined a total of 

$1200. 

It had the desired effect: “The public response to the 
prosecutions has been quite considerable and many 
outstanding problems are being voluntarily rectified,”  

the minutes for the November 11, 1974, meeting 
recorded.  

Another prosecution followed in December and nine 
more were in prospect.  

By year’s end, the commission found the number of 
pollution re-inspections was well down and farmers 
everywhere were co-operating. Only one was on the 
books as completely denying pollution. 

Douglas wanted to lift the commission’s long-term 
game, so recommended more river level gauges to 
provide flow data, and outlined steps for analysing the 
water quality of key rivers.  

He had a consulting company lined up to do the 
analysis for $850, but commission members rejected 
the idea because they felt “the job did not have a high 
priority at present”. It would soon change its mind. 

First though, the commission needed more funds. The 
levy on councils amounted to only $12,500 in 1973, 
so Douglas began a process of steadily increasing it,  
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an annual lobbying effort that would continue 
throughout the commission’s (and later, the board’s) 
life, ending with a total of more than $2 million in 

1988, before becoming the regional council.  

He thought the annual water right fee of $4 was far 
too low and wanted to recover the costs of inspectors 
having to monitor discharges. The commission also 
hit on quarries as a source of money, passing a bylaw 
to ensure royalties were paid for shingle extracted 

from riverbeds and banks.  

A growing source of government revenue was 
subsidy payments for farm soil conservation schemes, 
flood protection and draining swamps, to be 
dispensed through catchment boards. So he began to 
devote more time to this area, soon recommending the 

second staff member should be a soil conservator.  

Eventually, he got his way, and over the next 15 years 
millions of dollars were obtained in the form of 40% 

to 60% subsidies for such work, with the commission 

clipping the ticket for processing applications.  

 It would lead to a team of soil specialists and an entire 
works department, with the commission buying 
earthworks machinery and charging out its time. 

This lucrative pot finally began to vanish after 
Muldoon lost the 1984 general election and the new 

Labour government’s Rogernomics started phasing 
out farming subsidies.21  

That led to a sudden rush of applications that at its 
height in 1986 saw about $250,000 a month in 
government grants going to Taranaki farmers (who 
contributed about 45% of the cost of each project). 

The last few went through in 1989. 

As noted above, nothing was made available to stop 
water pollution discharges, other than that involving 
soil erosion, sedimentation (and consequent 

phosphorus pollution).  

However, the beneficial impact of all that hillside and 
riverbank improvement became obvious by the 80s, 
when the commission noticed rivers were less 
inclined to flood and carry away valuable topsoil. 

 

y the end of the decade, the commission had 
grown considerably. From one staff member 
in 1973, it now had 21 (and would double 

again within two years).  

It cost more than half a million dollars a year to run, 
and was exploring options for a more permanent 

home, equipped with its own laboratory.  

Eventually, that would lead to buying the former 
Stratford dairy factory in Cloton Rd (the 
TRC’s current premises) and a drawn-out 
process of renovation. 

A crucial project first discussed about 
now was the Ring Plain Survey. 

This would examine major streams 
coming down off the mountain (like the 
Kapuni, at left), and lead to numerous 
reports on their hydrology, water draw-
off and quality, recreational uses, and 
future likely demands.  

There was a report on the whitebait 
fishery, and one on shingle extraction.  

The survey – which involved the 
commission buying a caravan so its 
scientists could live on the job - covered 
42 stream reaches in 14 significant river 
systems. 

One of the most important outcomes was 
development of a better way to gauge a Taranaki 
waterway’s health, compared with standard tests 
taken periodically.  

This new (for New Zealand) method - adapted from 
one already used overseas for slower, muddier rivers 
- was the MCI, the macro-invertebrate community 
index, for the fast-flowing, rocky streams so typical 
of the Ring Plain.  

In a 2007 Ministry for the Environment article 
explaining how the MCI works, its designers, John 
Stark and colleague John Maxted, wrote that stream 
quality or "health" assessments were traditionally 
based on analysing water quality and focused on 
chemical data.22 
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In 1981, they used sampling and analysis 
of North Taranaki’s Waiongana River to 
illustrate how the index worked.  

It involved three sites on the river that 
were subjected to enrichment and 
pollution from both diffuse and point 
sources (for example, dairy farmland, 
dairy factory, and a piggery).  

The response of the stream macro-

invertebrate community is shown visually 
by photographs of the macro-
invertebrates collected in a hand-net 
sample from each site (right).  

The MCI quantifies the stream condition 
with a single number - the higher the 

MCI, the better the state of the river, as 
shown in the scale below.  

The problem was that other kind of 
testing reflected only the conditions at the 
moment the sample was taken, and only a 
defined set of parameters.  

“In contrast, most macro-invertebrates 
(eg, mayflies, caddis-flies, true flies, 
snails) possess a life cycle of at least a 
year or more, do not move great 
distances, and are more or less confined 
to the area of stream being sampled.  

 “The macro-invertebrate community of a stream 
lives with the stresses and changes that occur in the 

aquatic environment, whatever their cause, including 
those that are due to human activities (such as nutrient 
enrichment from diffuse and point-source discharges) 
as well as natural events such as floods and droughts.  

“They are ideal candidates for ‘biotic’ (rather than 
chemical) measures of stream health.” 

The indices (or scales) he and his colleagues have 
continued to refine over the last 30 years rely on the 
fact that biological communities are a product of their 
environment, in that different kinds of organisms 
have different habitat preferences and pollution 
tolerances.  

So when an organic effluent is discharged into a 
stream, intolerant organisms reduce in numbers or  

disappear, while those that can tolerate such stresses 
increase in number. 

Stark and Maxted say because biotic indices 
incorporate the pollution tolerances of indigenous 
taxa, they are regionally specific.  

“Most of New Zealand's freshwater macro-
invertebrates are not found in other countries, so we 
cannot apply any of the biotic indices developed 
overseas in this country without first deriving 
tolerance values for local taxa.” 

New Zealand's MCI was largely developed to 
overcome a problem discovered when only one or two 
species sensitive to pollution were used.  

There were inconsistencies, such as an indicator 
creature sometimes not being present in clean water 
even though it could be expected there.  

IMAGE: TRC 
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“Macro-invertebrates are found in almost all aquatic 
habitats, so by assessing entire communities, rather 
than one or two indicator species, whatever species 

are present can be used to convey information about 
the health of their habitats.” 

The water science innovations of Stark and Maxted 
were by no means unique at the Taranaki Catchment 
Commission. Others would be needed, as well. 

That’s because the Think Big projects - starting with 

the ammonia-urea fertiliser plant built at Kapuni to 
use its gas field - now loomed over the province, 
presenting a challenge to commission staff, whose job  

was to make sure the petro-chemical plants being 
built with the involvement of international 

corporations would meet environmental standards, 
especially those relating to water. 

The Muldoon government made it clear it would fast-
track the gigantic plants it wanted to build to make 
synthetic petrol and methanol from Maui gas, as well 
as a 600 megawatt thermal power station at the port. 

Hundreds of kilometres of gas pipelines would run 
from the offshore fields to onshore production 
stations near Opunake and thence to the main 
centres.23  

Taranaki bargained over this and eventually Muldoon 
agreed to give the commission $250,000 to fund the 
expertise and extra investigation, planning and 
monitoring that would be involved.  

That money (which the government ended up being 
very slow to pay) helped the commission fund a team 
of eager young water scientists, whose work over the 
80s earned the commission the “university of 
Stratford” sobriquet. By 1982, staff numbers had 
doubled to 40. 

It also signalled the arrival on staff of the man who 
would, by the end of the decade, lead the commission 
out of a difficult period and into the regional council 

era that continues to this day, Basil Chamberlain.24  

His initial work was on the Waitara River and the 
Motunui synthetic fuel plant in preparation for water 
right hearings by the petro-chemical companies, and 
in the New Plymouth sewerage scheme saga where it 
affected the Waiwhakaiho.  

He also made an early mark with reports on the 
Taranaki Acclimatisation Society’s successful bid to  
protect the Hangātāhua River from exploitation by 

Think Big. 

Hearings by special tribunals set 
up by the commission to hear 

water right applications by big 
developers dominated the 80s 
and led to the gathering of a 
vast fund of waterways data, 
experience and information that 
would inform the continuing 

battle against pollution and 
place the commission ahead of 
similar bodies in New Zealand. 

The battle was not yet won, 
although it was helped 
immensely by the rapid 

amalgamation of dairy 
companies over the two  
decades, leading eventually to 

one colossus at Whareroa (Fonterra) and the 
elimination of whey waste disposal in the streams.  

Individual farmers had claimed at  times to be the 

main targets of Douglas’ crusade, and the records  

show the commission did move slowly and cautiously 

(and sometimes not at all) against industries.  

But not only were farmers now being given a chance 
to appear before the commission to explain their 
apparent pollution waywardness before it led to 
prosecution, but also some big companies, and even 
one of the councils, ended up in arbitration or court, 

as well. 25 

For example, the Natural Gas Corporation paid $9000 

in compensation to Hawera Acclimatisation Society 

for killing fish in the Kapuni River with an accidental 

toxic chemicals spill, then in 1983 was hit with the 

biggest court fine yet - $75,000 in today’s money – 

for dumping urea off a cliff at the end of Normanby 

Rd.  

Egmont Dairy Company was prosecuted for 
discharging whey wastes into the Kapoaiaia Stream.  
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The biggest target of all was chemical company Ivon 
Watkins-Dow, although it avoided a court ending.  

In 1972, the company made headlines when the 

Taranaki Herald reported its Back Beach stormwater 
outfall pipe discharged about five million gallons of 
mainly cooling water each month.  

At the time, a company spokesman said there was 
nothing toxic in the discharge, which often foamed up 

on the beach at the base of Paritutu Rock (see 
photograph above, taken in 1971). 

 However, in 1983 toxic wastes from the 
company’s pesticide plant were found leaching 
out of a coastal cliff near the Herekawe Stream 
from a dump put too close to the edge.  

After an investigation, the company (now Dow 
Agrosciences, whose current premises are shown 

at right in a TRC aerial photograph) agreed to 
dam the oozing chemicals and remove them for 
incineration.  

After a wave of panicked publicity, the 
commission demanded, and got, a monthly report 
on progress for the next couple of years. And the 

company agreed to get a water right for the first 
time. 

By now, the most spectacular pollution cases were 
mainly down to carelessness, accidents leading to 
spills into the nearest waterway.  

The public was wise to the commission’s profile and 

its powers and made a steady stream of complaints, 
each of which was investigated by commission staff. 
Some resulted in warnings, a few in prosecution. 

The commission’s water right system had been 
refined to one of granting permission to farmers and 
companies to discharge treated wastes into the 

streams for periods varying from a few months to 18 

years, depending on the method and sophistication of 
treatment being used, the ability of the waterway to 
handle discharges, and other factors such as the 

applicant’s past record of compliance.  

A fee of around $300 was charged to the average 
farmer, and this covered annual inspections to make 
sure the discharge met required standards.26  

By the second half of the decade, however, the 
commission (which like many local councils had 

barely survived a ruinous period of high interest rates 
in the early 80s27) was keen to install a more rigorous 
system of user pays.  

Faced with a levy increase of nearly 30% to make 
ends meet, Douglas devised a complex formula that 
would charge all water rights holders an annual fee 

based on the amount of water they were taking from 
a waterway and the amount they were discharging.  

Councils, industry and farmers protested. Even 
though many Taranaki councils (usually boroughs 

and counties) had begun amalgamating to rationalise 
operating costs, they were outraged at the steepness 
of the new fees.  

For example, offshore oil exploration companies were 

going to be charged $15,000 a year; Taranaki United 
Council (North Taranaki) would get a bill for $88,000 
for monitoring the Waitara sewage scheme; Shell BP 
and Todd Oil Services would have to pay more than 
$14,000 for each of its 16 oil drilling water rights. 

The commission in its last full year (1988) found itself 

backtracking on this new way to make money and 

eventually all the charges were negotiated down. The 

scheme came into force, but lasted only a year or two  
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into the new era of the regional council, which 
began in late 1989. 

This fraught situation was compounded by the 
complex process of local government 
amalgamation, which required a special 
committee run by the commission for more 
than a year prior to completion.  

To make matters worse, Douglas and his 
office manager, Keith Anderson, were found 
in an investigation by the Audit Office to have 
been making questionable use of commission 
resources. They were dismissed.  

By this time, Chamberlain had distinguished 
himself in the new arena of resource planning 
on a regional scale, and had been involved in 
drawing up the third big factor in this era 
change, the Resource Management Act.  

 He was comparatively young still (31), but 
the commission had no hesitation in 
appointing him temporary general manager 
and soon he was offered the same post for the 
impending new regional council.  

He took it without hesitation. 
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NOTES 
 
1 About 25 degrees centigrade. 

2 This account is based on the writer’s experience covering county council meetings throughout Taranaki between 1965 

and 1976. 

3 Carson, Rachel. Silent Spring, 1962, Houghton Mifflin, Boston.  

4 The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, the Stockholm Conference, in June, 1972, was the UN’s 

first major conference on international environmental issues. According to John Baylis and Steve Smith in The 

Globalization of World Politics (2005, 3rd ed) Oxford, Oxford University Press, the conference marked a turning point in 

the development of international environmental politics. 

5 Wikipedia, 2012: James F. Phillips (November 20, 1930 – October 3, 2001) was an environmental activist who was 

known in the Chicago area during the 1970s for his direct action activities under the pseudonym The Fox. Born in 

Aurora, Illinois, Phillips was first motivated in the 1960s to plug a sewage outfall after seeing dead ducks in the Fox 

River. In the following years, his activism included leaving signs around town criticizing US Steel, plugging sewer 

outlets, placing caps on top of smoke stacks, leaving skunks on the doorsteps of the owners of polluting companies, and, 

in one case, transporting 50 pounds of sewage from Lake Michigan into the reception room of the company that 

discharged it. His direct-action techniques were later copied by Greenpeace and other environmental action 

organizations. 

6 Founded in 1977. 

7 Tucker, Jim, April, 1972, Taranaki Herald, New Plymouth, “The Dirt Around Us”, Part 1(of 11). The survey - over the 

summer of 1971-72 - covered North Taranaki from Waitara in the north to Oaonui in the south, and inland to Inglewood. 

Nearly 50 locations were inspected (most of them half a dozen times) by Tucker, with the assistance of rangers from the 

Taranaki Acclimatisation Society. More than 250 photographs of pollution were taken. Locations viewed included 10 of 

the 12 dairy factories in North Taranaki, several city and town sewage outfalls, two chemical factories (including Ivon 

Watkins Dow) at Paritutu, the Waitara freezing works, a wool scouring plant, Taranaki Brewery, a quarry, New 

Plymouth abattoir, a sawmill, New Plymouth rubbish dump, Port Taranaki, and numerous dairy and pig farms. Rivers 

and streams included the Waitara, Manganui, Kurapete (below Inglewood), Waiongona, Mangati (Bell Block), 

Waiwhakaiho, Te Henui, Huatoki, Mangaotuku, Herekawe, Waireka, Tapuae, Oakura, Waimoku, Wairau, Whenuariki, 

Timaru, Pitone, Katikara, Kaihihi (Okato), Hangātāhua (Stony), Werekino, Waiweranui, Warea, Mangaone, Kapoaiaia 

(Pungarehu), Pungaereere (Rahotu) and Oaonui. 

8 Puke Ariki Museum, New Plymouth. http://www.pukeariki.com/Exhibitions/TaranakiNaturally/MtTaranakiAV.aspx  

9 Wright, Dr Jan, March, 2012, Water quality in New Zealand: Understanding the science, Office of the Commissioner 

for the Environment, Wellington. http://www.pce.parliament.nz/assets/Uploads/PCE-Water-Quality-in-New-Zealand.pdf 

10 Waitotara County Council representative Bruce Dryden was elected the first chairman, and the meeting selected an 

executive committee comprising New Plymouth city councillor Phil Phillipps, Waimate West County Council chairman 

Doug Rider, Hawera County Council chairman Eric McCallum and Waitara Mayor Dick Wilson. Stratford County 

Council staff member Ken Little was appointed interim part-time secretary.  

11 The commission’s second meeting on April 7, 1970, set its first annual budget at $3400, which would come from a 

levy on the councils. The county councils would pay 60% and the towns 40%, reflecting the perceived rural focus the 

commission would expect to have. 

12  Taranaki Catchment Commission, May 4, 1970, Minutes of meeting. 

13  Such discharges were supposed to meet conditions set out by the 1967 Water and Soil Conservation Act for Class D 

waters, which stipulated nothing could be discharged that tainted the waters so as to make them unpalatable, nor contain 

toxic substances to the extent that they are unsafe for consumption by farm animals, nor shall they emit objectionable 

odours; there shall be no destruction of natural aquatic life by reason of a concentration of toxic substances; the natural 

colour and clarity of the waters shall not be changed to a conspicuous extent; and the oxygen content in solution in the 

waters shall not be reduced below 5 milligrams per litre. 
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14 In a 1970 letter to the commission, Taranaki Acclimatisation Society president Tom Watt said the Clifton Dairy 

Company had responded to the society’s complaints about polluting the Waiongona River by spending nearly $100,000 

on completely containing its wastes. 

15 See Chapter 3. 

16 Euphemism for a tanker-trailer that is towed around paddocks with effluent spraying out the back. 

17 A photograph of one of the Everett Park pools fouled by milk waste foam featured as lead image in the Taranaki 

Herald pollution series. 

18 Wikipedia, 2012: The Maui natural gas field is the largest gas, natural gas condensate and oil field in New Zealand, 

producing nearly three-quarters of the country's hydrocarbons, as well as providing energy for electricity generation. It is 

located in the Tasman Sea, 35km off the coast of Taranaki and to the southwest of New Plymouth. It covers an area of 

157 square kilometres and is located in 110 metres of water. 

19 Wikipedia, 2012: Think Big was an interventionist state economic strategy sponsored by the New Zealand Prime 

Minister Robert Muldoon (1975-1984) and his New Zealand National Party government in the early 1980s. The Think 

Big schemes saw the government borrow heavily overseas, running up a large external deficit, and using the funds for 

large-scale industrial projects. Petrochemical and energy related projects figured prominently, designed to utilize New 

Zealand's abundant natural gas to produce ammonia, urea fertilizer, methanol and petrol. The National Cabinet Minister 

Allan Highet coined the ‘Think Big’ label in a speech to a National Party conference in 1977. Economist Brian Easton 

also used the term ‘think big’ in describing economic strategies. 

20 Waitara Borough Council claimed it would need to build 150 acres of treatment ponds to deal with the Borthwicks 

discharge. Its application said the sea was 40ft deep where the pipe would end, it was remote from beaches and aquatic 

life would not be affected. No mention was made of local iwi Te Atiawa’s traditional use of nearby reefs to gather 

shellfish, but objections were registered from local GP Dr Van Praagh and the New Plymouth Underwater Club, who 

paradoxically suggested the wastes be piped to New Plymouth to be combined in its eventual new sewage treatment 

system: a prescient thought, given that is the solution finally adopted in 2010 after more than 30 years of failed and 

expensive attempts to get the Waitara ocean outfall to work. In recent times its discharge has needed massive doses of 

costly lime to neutralise bacterial risks. 

21 The name given to economic policies introduced by Roger Douglas, Minister of Finance in the David Lange 

Government in the mid to late 80s. 

22 The New Zealand version of the MCI was first developed specifically for Taranaki Ring Plain rivers with their stony 

riverbeds, but has since been adapted for other kinds, such as slow, mud-bottomed rivers. There is scientific debate on 

the reliability of the method, as evidenced in these comments in the 2007 guide: “Most of the additional tolerance values 

for the MCI (i.e. those added to the list provided by Stark [1985]) were assigned by the professional judgement of one or 

more experienced freshwater macroinvertebrate ecologists (Stark 1993b, 1998; Stark et al 2001; Winterbourn et al 2006). 

These tolerance values are not necessarily unreliable or incorrect, but this process is subjective rather than objective, and 

has been criticised for that reason (Hickey and Clements 1998; Joy and Death 2003)…” Stark and Maxted acknowledged 

the criticisms, but concluded: “…we believe that the approach we used provided tolerance values that should be fairly 

reliable”. 

23 It passed the National Development Act in 1979 to give it powers to bypass standard local body planning procedures. 

24 Chamberlain joined the staff in late 1981 and by February the following year was one of three senior water 

conservators.   

25 Taranaki County Council. 

26 Details of farm treatments systems are covered in Chapter 9, the Dairy Industry. 

27 The levy on councils rose 32% in 1983 alone. 


