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oet James K. Baxter once said the trouble with New 

Zealanders was their obsession with toilet training.  

It may or may not have been astute commentary on the 

nation’s psyche, but so far as practicalities were concerned he was 

on to something.  

There’s no polite way to put this, but post-World War II growth in 

New Zealand was, by the 1950s, putting a strain on our facility to 

flush and forget. 

Antiquated ways of dealing with the end product of all that 

obsessing were no longer coping.  

Those living in New Zealand cities and towns where sewerage 

systems had for a century emptied into rivers or the foreshore, were 

starting to realise something should be done, even if it meant 

merely building longer pipes to take the unmentionable further out 

into that ultimate drain, the ocean. 

New Plymouth’s enlightenment came later than most because its 

sewerage setup – begun in 1903 and revamped in the late 20s - had 

lasted surprisingly well, depending on whose account you believe.  
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Next generation imposes its new green vision 
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Health authorities said the system - two giant septic 
tanks1 with a short ocean outfall on the reef below 
Woolcombe Tce - was “satisfactory”, so long as it was 

flushed out during an offshore wind or a storm.  

The sea killed off bugs within metres of the outfall 
pipe, and while grease and “floatables” might 
occasionally reach beaches to the east, the nearest one 
at East End was not popular for swimming anyway. 

By the mid-60s, the New Plymouth City Council led 

by Mayor Alf Honnor acknowledged something 
should be done.  

The city (population 36,000) was 
growing, the oil industry expanding, 
and views on what was acceptable 
were changing as conservation 

concerns emerged from America.2  

The council hired Christchurch 
consultants Steven and Fitzmaurice to 
look at options, and so began a half-
century sewage saga that continues to 
this day as one of the last of the old 

municipal systems, at Waitara, finally 
comes into line. 

But 10 years before public health 
engineer John Fitzmaurice made his 
first investigations into what should be 
done, something far less known but equally relevant 

to this story was happening in a New Plymouth 
hospital ward.  

It involved a skinny, blond eight-year-old kid with 
suspected polio. He spent weeks in bed while an 
investigation of a different kind was carried out to see 
if he was suffering from the crippling disease. 

For David Lean (already nicknamed “Daisy” by 
Central School classmates) it was a lonely time, but 
one that gave him insight into the lives of those less 
fortunate. 

It germinated a social conscience that would later 
drive him to stand for the city council at the age of 26, 
become the country’s youngest mayor at 32, and lead 
a long and bitter campaign to save the city’s foreshore 

from the cost-conscious ambitions of those who 
thought putting raw sewage out into the sea would do. 

His brush with polio had another outcome relevant to 
this story. Doctors told him recovery would be helped 
if he learned to swim, advice that engendered a life-
long affiliation to that same sea, as a swimmer and surf 

lifesaver and lover of life on Taranaki’s west coast 
beaches.  

The Lean years – 15 on the council from 1977 to 1992 
– would see environmentalism triumph over 

expediency, and the first serious steps to restore 
Taranaki’s waterways and coastline after a century or 
more of neglect.  

When New Plymouth’s new sewerage system opened 
in 1984 it was the most advanced in the country, and 
a compelling example to the rest of the province’s 
towns, and to farming and industrial polluters. 

The era coincided with Prime Minister Rob 
Muldoon’s “Think Big” industrial development based 

on natural gas, which brought new pressures  

for civic leaders charged with preserving Taranaki’s 
environment.  

That in turn gave an opportunity for organisations like 
the Taranaki Catchment Commission to lift their 
expertise and gain experience of the kind that now sets 
Taranaki apart as a leader in environmental protection. 

David Lean’s is the name most often associated with 
saving New Plymouth from itself.  

But looking back at the campaign more than 30 years 
later, he stresses modestly that he was merely titular 
head of a determined minority of conservation 
activists and city councillors that later grew to a cast 

of thousands, tellingly the majority of the city’s 
people.  

A band of lobbyists called the Taranaki Clean Sea 
Action Group made its voice heard after a council plan 
to flush raw sewage into the sea just east of the 
Waiwhakaiho River mouth was approved in late 1979.  

The idea was abhorrent to Bell Block school principal 
and action group leader Freda White, and to others 
who would devote hours of voluntary time, like 
Michael Smither, Zona Wagstaff, Angela Boon, Fiona 
Clark, Ray Watemburg (Watembach), Ian Strombom 
and Dave Medway, and the man who developed the 
eventual solution, chemical engineer Ken Holyoake.  
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As Gonzo journalist Hunter S Thompson would have 
portrayed it, the years from 1979 to 1982 were a time 
of fear, loathing and betrayal.  

They led to a community-splitting local body election, 
the overthrow of a once-popular mayor, huge rates 
rises - and of a new era of environmental awareness 
that continues to this day. 

 

he saga of New Plymouth’s sewerage scheme 
began in 1947, when the government did a 
nationwide survey of water pollution and 
found many waterways and shorelines badly 

affected by untreated sewage discharges.3  

More than a quarter of the population had no sewerage 
systems, and in places where they did, 40% of the 
sewage went into rivers or the sea without treatment.  

The Water Pollution Act was passed in 1953 to 
establish a Pollution Advisory Council, whose job was 
to devise water quality classifications and a model 
bylaw for industrial trade wastes.  

By 1963, the pollution council had developed 
classifications for receiving waters, ranging from SA 
for those where shellfish were harvested, to SB for 
swimming, to lesser standards where water uses were 
boating and fishing, to one intended for remote 
coastlines judged as needing minimal protection. 

The new standards did not apply automatically. The 
1967 Water and Soil Conservation Act gave legal 
backing to the standards, but waterways and coastlines 
had first to be assessed and various stakeholders 
consulted. 

That was a process that would take many years and 
eventually be overtaken in 1991 by the Resource 
Management Act, whose water standards are less 
prescriptive.  

The fact classifications seemed imminent for Taranaki 
waters is mentioned frequently in numerous reports on 
New Plymouth’s sewerage proposals from as early as 

1967, but nothing eventuated during the entire 15-year 
debate to 1984 when the treatment plant was finally 
commissioned. 

However, the prospect of the city’s beaches being 
classified for swimming was one factor that motivated 
Alf Honnor’s council to do something about the city’s 

1930s-era sewerage system, whose periodic 
discharges from a concrete outfall on the foreshore 
were suspected of containing disease-causing bugs in 
numbers that exceeded the SB limit of 1000 faecal 
coliform bacteria per 100 millilitres of water.4  

That, and increasing evidence the system was starting  

to overload as the city grew, industries had started to 
establish at Bell Block in neighbouring Taranaki 
County, and a new petrochemical industry would be 

built around discoveries of natural gas.5 

Acknowledging they needed a scheme that would 

probably have to serve North Taranaki from Omata to 

Waitara, the two councils formed a joint wastewater 

committee in 1964, chaired by deputy mayor Roy 

Burkitt, and including 

city councillor Denny 

Sutherland (right), who 

was about to become 

mayor.  

The councils hired 

Steven and Fitzmaurice 

to investigate. 

The consultants began by 
looking at what the Eliot 
St outfall was doing to 
the sea. They could find 
little evidence of 

previous concern by 
health authorities.  

Previous tests for bacteria in seawater samples taken 
at Fitzroy and Strandon beaches in March, 1964 (after 
flooding in the nearby Te Henui and Waiwhakaiho 
Rivers) showed the “most probable” number of faecal 

coliforms ranged from 140 to 900.  

These were surprisingly low numbers, considering 

what would have been coming down rivers from the 

dairy farming hinterland. 

“No regular bacteriological testing of the beach waters 
around New Plymouth has been carried out and this 
may be an indication that the (Government) Health 
Department is not worried about them from this 
aspect,” John Fitzmaurice wrote in 1967 in his first 

report to the joint committee.6  

These were prescient words in light of the controversy 

that exploded seven years later. 

Fitzmaurice’s team did its own testing in January, 

1965, this time at East End Beach, just a few hundred 
metres “downstream” from the outfall (the prevailing 
current moves west to east along the city’s coastline).  

The rivers hadn’t been in recent flood and the sea 
counts were low – 20, 140 and 17 in three samples 
taken between 9am and 3pm. Further along at Fitzroy 

Beach, they barely registered (9, 2 and 50) and were a 
long way short of the 1000 allowed by the impending 
swimming water classification.  
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In March and September, 1967, they tested the sea 
near the outfall itself and found bacteria were dying 
off within 20 to 30 metres: “...[a] remarkably high 

[rate] when compared with overseas studies”.  

Such figures gave “no cause for concern”, Fitzmaurice 
would say in his report, and in his opinion the Eliot St 
outfall would be okay until at least 1980, although that 
might change if water classifications came into force.  

His only concession: “There are odd occasions due to 

certain conditions of wind and tide, particularly if 
these happen during de-sludging of the tunnels behind 

the Eliot St sewer outfall, when material of sewer 
origin can be seen on the beaches, but this is quite 
unusual.” 

Not so unusual if you lived nearby or frequented the 
foreshore, as artist, diver and conservationist Michael 
Smither did. He grew up in Buller St, one back from 
Woolcombe Tce, which ran along the clifftop above 
the outfall.  

“The smell of the sewage used to be appalling there 

when I was a boy (in the 50s)...It was that sick, sweet 
smell that used to waft up the cliffs there when the 
wind was in the right direction... 

“When it got hot, you know, a bit warmer and we got 
fine weather, not much in the way of waves to disturb 
things, and you’d get a collection down there and a bit 

of heat and a bit of sun and all the things that were 
supposed to get rid of it,  but it actually just made it 
worse.”7 

Fitzmaurice reckoned the most attractive schemes for 
sewage disposal were long ocean outfalls, so he 
looked at 17 potential locations. These included 
Omata, Paritutu/Back Beach, Moturoa Island, 
Mikotahi, Belt Rd, Kawaroa, east of the Waiwhakaiho 
River mouth (the present site), Bell Block’s Mangati 
Reef and the city’s airport at Brown Rd, Bell Block. 

Each could be augmented by varying degrees of 
treatment, ranging from primary (getting rid of solids, 
floatables and grease), secondary (some sort of 
oxidation to reduce bacteria) to tertiary (chlorination 
or lime to kill off anything still living in the liquid).8  

 He lingered on the Waiwhakaiho option, but 
discarded it because he anticipated the area would be 
used more for recreation in future, and “any outfall 

will thus be suspect”.  

A long outfall through the surf there would be 
expensive, he said. It was a comment that would  

blow back on him later when he 
responded to the Health Department’s 
demand for just such an outfall. 

Fitzmaurice settled on a shortish (450m) 
outfall from Mangati Reef off Bell 
Block, with treatment of the sewage 
beforehand by removing solids, running 
the resulting liquid through oxidation 
ponds, then chlorinating to kill off any 

remaining bacteria and viruses.  

The outfall would go out along the main 
reef and into 20 feet (six metres) of 
water. He estimated the whole scheme 
would cost $2.65 million. 

On February 19, 1968 - one day after a 
series of huge and distracting concerts by Australian 
pop group The Seekers at the city’s outdoor venue, the 
Bowl of Brooklands (at which raw sewage leaked into 
the lake) - the council adopted his recommendation.  

Local newspapers gave more prominence to the 
concerts than the sewerage decision, something that 
did no harm to the chances of a contender for the 
mayoral chains, Bowl trust chairman Denny 
Sutherland. He won easily in the October local body 
elections that year. 

 

nyone looking through newspaper coverage of 
New Plymouth City Council meetings in 1969 
and into the 70s could be forgiven for thinking 

sewerage treatment was the least of the city’s worries.  

Apart from a few reports of sewer reticulation 

expansion into new outskirt suburbs, the topic is rarely 

mentioned. The new mayor and his council heeded 

Fitzmaurice’s advice that fixing the Eliot St outfall 

could wait until 1980. 

But the council wasn’t entirely allowed to forget the 
problem. In 1972, the Taranaki Herald ran a series of 
articles on water pollution, one of which (above) 
featured the Eliot St outfall problem.   

A 
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“Its slick settles constantly on the water and although 
the outfall is below water level, it is easily 
distinguishable by a brown stain, a nasty smell when 

the wind is blowing onshore, and an ever-attendant 
flock of seagulls... 

“Emotions ran high this summer when a plankton 
bloom drifted in among swimmers at the city’s 
beaches and was mistaken for sewage from the outfall, 
which discharges a stone’s throw off the city’s 

coastline.” 

The paper devoted its front page to the incident, and 
council health inspectors closed the beaches until they 
could analyse samples taken by a newspaper reporter 
who found himself in the 
thick of what looked like 

floating faeces in the 
Fitzroy Beach surf.  

The paper backed down 
when chief health inspector 
Bill McNicholas 
announced, somewhat 

triumphantly, the “sewage” 
was harmless.  

But the incident stuck in the 
public’s mind, especially 
those who had come across “floatables” before. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, David Lean was not among 

those particularly concerned about Eliot St when he 
first contemplated standing for council in 1974.  

Although he did some of his swimming at Fitzroy and 
Strandon, the surf club to which he belonged, New 
Plymouth Old Boys, operated from Oakura, a dozen 
kilometres to the south of the city, upstream from the 

northerly drift of sewage.  

He says when he first attempted to win a council seat 
in the 1974 local government election (he missed) and 
three years later (when he made it), the sewerage plan 
and its implications were not on his, or any public 
official’s, immediate agenda. 

The first hint things would unravel for Sutherland 
came in February, 1975. Steven and Fitzmaurice 
produced an environmental impact report based on the 
proposal adopted in 1968 - and it had a couple of 
crucial changes of mind by the engineer.9  

He said the councils could save $1 million if the 

treatment plant was moved closer to the city from the 
proposed Bell Block reef site to land immediately east 
of the Waiwhakaiho River mouth, and only primary 
treatment would be needed initially if they used a long 
(1500ft/450m) ocean outfall. He described primary 
treatment as the removal (or disintegration) of large 

(over 2cm) particles; floatables (greases and fats, 
plastic, matchsticks, etc), and those solids which settle 
in an hour or two; 60% or more of suspended solids 

(all those visible); 30% of decomposable matter; a 
small amount of nutrients (nitrogen, phosphorus, etc); 
and half the bacterial content. He said it would be 
“turbid, similar in nature to the current effluent 
discharged from Eliot St”. 

Gone was his earlier (1967) caution about building 

long outfalls off the rough west coast, as was concern 
for the Waiwhakaiho area (pictured) as a place for 
recreation like fishing, whitebaiting, swimming, 
diving and boating.  

His researchers had 
discovered a 

“permanent zone of 
dirty seawater” off the 
river mouth.  

Flotation tests showed 
nothing released 
2000ft (600m) out to 

sea would reach 
within 500ft (150m) 
of the shore within 
three hours.  

He did warn weather conditions might occasionally 
cause such a thing to happen, meaning the foreshore 

would fail the classification standard for swimming. 

He didn’t mention a large mussel bed off the river 
mouth, or that whitebaiters frequented the river in 
season, or that Maori might be using any part of this 
coastline as a traditional source of kai moana. Tangata 
whenua were ignored.  

The claim about a permanent zone of dirty water 
would be refuted in 1979 by Taranaki Catchment 
Commission scientists in evidence they gave to a 
special tribunal set up to hear an application from New 
Plymouth City Council to discharge raw sewage 
through a long sea outfall. But we’re getting ahead. 

Some of the reasons for Fitzmaurice’s change of tack 
are evident near the end of his 1975 report, in 
submissions from two government departments whose 
approval would be needed if the councils wanted a 
standard public works subsidy of a dollar for every 
two they spent.  

The Department of Health and the Ministry of Works 
and Development were sceptical a Rolls Royce-
standard treatment scheme was needed if the effluent 
was going to be piped to sea. 

The region’s Medical Officer of Health, Dr T.H. 
Bierre, said the proposed scheme “represents a very 
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substantial (and costly) improvement over the present 
[Eliot St] system, which has served the city well in the 
past and which, with the exception of relatively few 

complaints concerning the deposit of grease and solids 
on Fitzroy Beach, has not occasioned any untoward 
nuisance.  

“In view of this favourable history, and having regard 
for the success of other recent marine sewage disposal 
schemes involving the discharge of largely untreated 

sewage, this department would favour a lesser degree 
of treatment than that proposed, at least initially.  

“There is little justification for higher treatment for 
discharging in a location that is not a source of 
shellfish, has little recreational use and is unlikely to 
have in future because of the unattractive nature of the 

beach.” 

He also recommended the scheme stay at Bell Block’s 

Mangati Reef, because the department had already 

suggested the foreshore there should have a low water 

classification (SD), and anyway, moving it to just east  

of the Waiwhakaiho River mouth (above) “would 
likely be subject to objections and appeals”. 

His counterpart, Commissioner of Works E. S. 
Charrott, (based in Wanganui) agreed, although he 
seemed to be happy with the Waiwhakaiho site, so 
long as the impending water classification was 
allowed for.  

He said there should be a future option to extend the 
degree of treatment: “Staged progression of treatment 
can represent significant financial savings to a local 
community.” 

Both men, and John Fitzmaurice, were cautious to 
cover themselves, saying, in essence, New Plymouth 
could save a lot of money by putting the stuff into the 
sea in the meantime, and if something better was 
needed in future, well, just add it on.  

Neither department thought it needed to back up its 
opinion with substantial evidence for the report; there 
were no attachments or references.  

The tenor was that if the councils wanted endorsement 
to get government money, they must accept the 
opinions of the experts. Take it or leave it. 

The report was by no means unanimous in going for 
untreated effluent, however. Scientist M.F. Larcombe 
(from consultants Bioresearches Ltd, who surveyed 

the sea area) pushed for primary and secondary 
treatment as his first preference.  

He thought primary alone might be acceptable if the 
discharge was through a long outfall, but he wanted to 
see more investigation done to be sure.  

He warned there were two threats to the sea – nutrient 

enrichment (nitrogen/phosphorus) that could boost 
algal growth; and any solids in the water could reduce 
sunlight penetration, suffocate plankton, and smother 
organisms living on the seafloor.  

The first was not a great threat, he wrote, since the 
raw sewage coming out of Eliot St had “little 

impact”, but suspended solids could be a problem. 
Hence his recommendation of secondary 
treatment, from which there would be no adverse 
effects. 

City town planning officer Ian Dudding agreed 
with the Health Department that a low (SD) 

classification might be okay for what was then a 
rather remote piece of coastline, but he warned that 
could change if a proposed coastal road went 
ahead.  

If that happened, and the beach east of 
Waiwhakaiho became sandy, swimmers would 

probably use the foreshore, meaning a more stringent 
SB (bathing) sea classification would apply. Any 
sewerage scheme had to be open to a future upgrade 
for higher standards of treatment.  

Next, the councils asked Fitzmaurice to see if they 
could get away with a 1200m outfall off the reef at 
Eliot St, but he came back in early 1976 with a 
preference for Waiwhakaiho.  

He said in both cases the length of pipe was arbitrary, 
the most debatable point being the degree of 
treatment: “In New Zealand, the disposal philosophy 
is some control and a lot of dilution.”10 

His new recommendation - backed by the Health 
Department and Ministry of Works and Development 
– was for a scheme to be built east of the river mouth, 
with effluent receiving primary treatment before being  
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discharged to sea through a 600m pipe into six metres 
of water.  

It would cost $8.2 million and about $1 million a year 
to run. Secondary treatment could be added later if 
required. The councils’ joint wastewater committee 
approved. So, at that stage, the sewage was to get 
primary treatment, at least.  

Then something happened that was not anticipated, 
but which would have a crucial impact - rapid inflation 
of construction costs in New Zealand in 1976/77. That 

motivated the joint committee in May, 1977, to revisit 
the plan to see how it could save money.  

It asked Fitzmaurice to look at a long outfall – with 
no primary treatment. 
So he came up with 
another variation.  

This one would have a 
1600m-long outfall 
pipe, no treatment 
beyond something 
called a comminutor 
(which would chop up 
the bigger solids to less 
than 0.5cm) and raw 
sewage discharging to 
the sea off 
Waiwhakaiho.  

It would nearly halve the cost to $4.8 million – and 
undoubtedly please the Department of Health and the 
Ministry of Works and Development. 

On June 9, 1978, the joint wastewater committee – 
including chairman Roy Burkitt, Taranaki County 
Council chairman Owen Balsom, and city councillors 
Ron Barclay 10 , Kingsley Fletcher and Laurie 
Herdman, and county councillors McIntyre, Bruce 
Findlay and Keith Robertson – approved 
Fitzmaurice’s new version.  

 

ddly, the councils didn’t even discuss it and no 
debate was held or resolution passed to adopt 
the proposal, a point Lean would seize on later 

as opposition to the scheme began to grow.  

The absence of a formal decision didn’t deter the city 
council from applying to the Taranaki Catchment 
Commission in August for a so-called “water right” to 
discharge up to 120,000 cubic metres of raw sewage a 
day into the Tasman Sea.  

Among the effects: 1500m of shoreline would fail the 
swimming standard (SB) for 30 days a year, and 
another 700m on top of that for 14 days, “although 
statistically it will be less”.  

One of the first to object was the city’s closest local 
government neighbour, the Taranaki Harbours Board.  

A board engineer, J.W Henwood, said a slick would 
form around the outfall discharge site when the 
weather was calm.  

He challenged the flow and dilution rates claimed by 
the Fitzmaurice team, and he recommended the 
sewage should be fine-screened, at least.  

“Just because the Waiwhakaiho site is now relatively 
inaccessible and boulder-strewn, that is no reason to 
lower standards from those that have been set for the 
Eliot St outfall and Strandon Beach,” he wrote in a 
submission to the council.11 

However, Henwood 

appears to have 
stepped out of line.  

In November, harbours 
board chief engineer 
Peter Holmes 
withdrew the 

objections over 
dilution of bacteria and 
the recommendation 
for fine screening. 

The Health Department’s sanguine attitude about 
committing raw effluent to the sea was unchanged.  

A letter from Taranaki Medical Officer of Health Dr 
A.L. Cowan, who had replaced Bierre, agreed with the 
proposed scheme, saying evidence of the discharge 
would be seen onshore only rarely and in bad weather. 
He noted there would be no toxic trade wastes going 
out through the pipe. 

Supporting the application was detailed technical 
evidence from Robert Fullerton of Steven and 
Fitzmaurice, who sought to allay concerns, expressing 
a view that the sea had not yet been classified off 
Taranaki’s coast and was not expected to be for some 
years.  

His report for the first time mentions “mussel 
collection in the vicinity of the Waiwhakaiho River 
mouth at low tide”, a reference to a large mussel bed 
well known to Maori and other locals.  

Fullerton acknowledged the problem pollution can 
cause with bivalve molluscs like mussels, which filter 

feed and can concentrate bacterial contamination 
many times.  

But he said the long outfall would be designed to 
“reduce the risk”. He said there would be no risk to 
fish, crayfish and paua. 
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“Discharging to the open sea does not have any 
widespread effects on the ecology of the water,” he 
stated. Sludge would be dispersed, and the high 
dilution rate would counter any toxic wastes like 
pesticides and heavy metals. 

That seemed to contradict Cowan’s point about 

absence of toxic trade wastes, but Fullerton said he 
had checked out trade wastes coming from the city’s 
industries to assess ecotoxic materials and was 
satisfied there would not be a problem.  

Some drift towards the coastline was inevitable, but it 
would be diluted and dispersed before reaching the 
shore. 

He concluded from all the background information 
they had gathered “one can confidently predict that the 

implementation of the proposed sewerage scheme will 
effect a major improvement to the quality of the New 
Plymouth foreshore waters and will not detrimentally 
affect the recreational pursuits of the New Plymouth 
public”.  

Soothing words. Important words for anyone 
wondering in today’s environmentally sensitive world 
how a group of city councillors led by Mayor 
Sutherland could subsequently defend to the end their 
decision to go with what now looks like a wholly 
unacceptable idea.  

They would later be accused of merely trying to save 
money, but there was more to it than that. As the 
submissions above show, they were laymen being 
advised by experts whose knowledge at that time 
would have been difficult to refute. 

 

ut refutation there was, and it came from those 
who can now rightfully claim better vision. 
Although he didn’t realise it at the time, David 
Lean’s moment had come.  

Within his first year of sitting at the city council table 
he would not only become aware of growing 
community angst about the sewerage scheme, it would 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

come to dominate his life and eventually get him 
elected as mayor. 

He began to speak up at meetings. Mayor Sutherland 
saw a problem, so when businessman Len Hannan 
stepped in to fill an unexpected vacancy on the 

council, he was seated beside Lean at meetings, with 
an expectation “he would sort me out”, Lean recalls 
with a laugh.  

The plan backfired spectacularly: Hannan was 
converted to the cause and joined a minority council 
group that included Lean, Brian Bellringer, Eddie 

Collins and Laurie Herdman, and which would 
provide core resistance to the raw sewage proposal. 

Initial public concern was muted.  

The 1978 water right application included only two 
formal objections, one from the New Plymouth 
Underwater Club and the other from law partners Ian 

Strombom - a keen swimmer and a 60s contemporary 
of Lean’s at New Plymouth Boys High School - and 
David Medway, a prominent amateur ornithologist 
and early conservationist. 

But opposition began to grow. By the time a special 
tribunal was set up in December, 1978, to examine the 

water right application, the original two objectors 
were joined by the Bell Block Residents’ Association, 
the Puketapu Trust and Mrs Maraea Tippins.  

The tribunal – chaired by District Commissioner of 
Works Charrott (who had already made known his 
preference for a long raw effluent outfall) and 
including a sheep farmer member of the catchment 
commission, R.L.G. Pease, and a biotechnologist from 
Massey University, Professor R.L. Earle - held its 
hearings on three days in April, 1979. Public 
attendance was high and media coverage intense. 

It was immediately obvious the catchment 
commission’s own scientists were unhappy with the 
background work done by Fitzmaurice and various 
people to support the proposal. In submissions 
presented by commission head John Douglas, field 
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officer and biologist G.C. Venus disagreed with 
claims in the 1975 environmental impact report that 
there was a permanent zone of turbid (dirty) water, 
that the ecology was normal and healthy, that it was 
not a source of shellfish, and it was not a recreation 
area and was unlikely to be in future. 

Venus said the applicant’s ecological 
investigations were lacking.  

For a start, the sub-tidal ecology from 

900m to 1600m out to sea had not been 
properly examined, and nor had adjacent 
coastal areas.  

No treatment meant more material would 
be entering the water, and the effects of 
that on the ecology needed further 

investigation.  

More needed to be known about the 
effects of added contamination on filter-
feeding organisms like mussels, pipis and 
cockles. There was also little information 
about the impact on fishing. 

So the commission did its own inspections...and its 
conclusions were damning.  

It found no permanent zone of turbid water. It said 
wind would probably blow effluent floatables towards 
the shore, although anything reaching the coast was 
unlikely to be recognisable as sewage.  

Swimmers would be in danger of swallowing or 
inhaling grease and particles infected with bacteria. 

Contrary to the impact report, it found an extensive 
and popular green-lipped mussel-gathering area just 
east of the river mouth, several kelp forests, a number 
of reefs with crayfish that were harvested by 
commercial fishers, and extensive seasonal white-
baiting near the river mouth. 

The mussel beds would be contaminated and 
unusable, the nearby Mangati Reef would be 
contaminated, there was a possibility of floatables 
reaching Fitzroy Beach, and sludge would accumulate 

on the seabed beneath the outfall diffusers. 

In view of these findings, the catchment commission’s 
officers believed the sewage would need a lot more 
treatment than mincing it in a comminutor.  

Finer screening and primary treatment were needed, 
or a longer outfall to 2000m, although even then the 
sea depth would be only 15m to 17m.  

They were also worried about trade wastes. They 
compared the proposal with the recently installed 
Waitara sea outfall (1978), which was not working 
properly because of breaks in the seabed pipeline.  

The Department of Health seemed unaware of the 
catchment commission’s discoveries, and weighed in 
with full support for the proposed scheme.  

From Wellington, the department’s A.L. Thorstensen 
said the mussel bed at Waiwhakaiho was “already  

moderately contaminated” by the river water (above: 
Waiwhakaiho River, mid-catchment).  

The new outfall would give a much superior 
performance to the present one, and in fact it did not 
need to be as long as 1600m. Only 1200m was needed 
and cutting it back to that length would save nearly $1 
million. 

Cowan, the department’s local representative, noted 
shellfish were already at risk from natural pollution 
caused by birds, ducks and pigeons.  

He said sewage from the long outfall would be subject 
to “great dilution and dispersion”, and he was not 
aware of any significant illness from the Eliot St 
outfall.  

That last statement worried the catchment 
commission’s Venus: “...the Health Department 
receives notification of only 1% of any cases of food 
poisoning and therefore statements based on the 
apparent lack of evidence of significant illness may be 
misleading”. 

Not all government departments fell into line with 
Health and Works.  

The Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries told the 
tribunal it was concerned about viral infections via 
shellfish, kina, paua and crayfish, it was worried about 
future recreational use of the area, and it said trade 
wastes were a major concern.  

The Ministry also raised the risks that went with using 
too much chlorine to kill off bacteria and viruses in 
effluent. 
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The Taranaki Harbours Board changed its mind again, 
saying there was conflicting information in the various 
reports about bacteria. It went back to Henwood’s 

suggestion that fine screening be added. 

Ian Strombom, labelled the “principal objector” by the 
tribunal, pointed to an apparent contradiction between 
Fizmaurice’s reports in 1976 and 1978: the former 
said even a long outfall would need primary treatment, 
but two years later that was no longer deemed 

necessary.  

He quoted the 1978 report: “...some floatables on the 
foreshore are unlikely to offend public aesthetics...” 

Now for the first time, Maori voices were heard. Aila 
Taylor12 (Te Atiawa, Puketapu Hapu) would emerge  

as a strong champion of the rights of tangata whenua, 
presenting evidence to the tribunal on the significance 

of reefs in the area as sources of kai moana.  

“I must stress to the tribunal the utmost importance 
and consideration of all varieties of sea foods found in 
these reefs from Waiwhakaiho River to the 
Waiongona River (close to Waitara in the north), not 
only affecting this area, but the whole Taranaki 
coastline,” he told the hearing. 

The Reverend Moke Couch (Te Atiawa, Ngati 
Mutunga) – who noted the lack of communication 
with Maori by the city council - explained the 
fundamental abhorrence Maori felt about the prospect 
of human waste being disposed of untreated into the 
sea.  

He said the Maori attitude to the existing Eliot St 
outfall was one of resignation and quiet acceptance 
(that area had a “tapu ring”).  

However, that did not equate to acceptance of the 
proposed scheme: it was like comparing a bad system 
(Waiwhakaiho) with a worse one (Eliot St).  

Maori would, however, accept a scheme involving full 
treatment – primary, secondary and tertiary. Maori 
also presented a petition carrying more than 3000 

signatures. 

Taranaki women made their concerns known through 
the New Plymouth branch of the National Council of 
Women, which represented 48 Taranaki women’s 
groups with membership of 7180.  

NCW’s New Plymouth president, Zona Wagstaff – 

already experienced from a previous campaign against 
nuclear power stations (1975/76) - told the hearing 
conservation and the environment were particular 
concerns for her organisation, which felt primary 
treatment was a minimal requirement, given the 
effects of wind and tide and the expected increase in 

public use of the area.  

They took issue with the Health 
Department’s contention (1975) that a low 
water classification of SD might be 
acceptable because of few public complaints 
about the Eliot St outfall. 

The New Plymouth Underwater Club 
reminded the tribunal the catchment 
commission had legal responsibility for 
recreational fisheries and wildlife habitats, 
regardless of whether water was classified.  

The club’s greatest fear was industrial 
wastes: it doubted the accuracy of a city 
council survey of trade waste sources and 
said the current monitoring system was  
tantamount to advocating “the criminal 

ought to prosecute himself”. 

Two divers gave evidence about their experiences in 
coastal waters and their fears about the effects of 
untreated sewage containing pesticides and other toxic 
substances, but it was deflected by questions from the 
tribunal, which would later report such evidence was 
interesting but unscientific. 

Fitzmaurice and Fullerton defended their work. “Cost 
considerations favour a long outfall over a short 
outfall and treatment ($7.4 million versus $14.2 
million),” said Fitzmaurice.  

“The discharge of sewage into the sea effects 
considerable treatment... 

“The 1600m outfall would comply with public health, 
marine environment preservation, and enhancement of 
public amenities... 

“…information was presented to show that surface 
water quality at the shoreline which results from a long 
outfall discharge would be superior to that from 
primary treatment with a shorter outfall...”  
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Fullerton said offshore turbulence would take care of 
the effluent, and toxic chemicals and metals were best 
dealt with by bylaws and regulations. 

 

he tribunal agreed. When it issued its decision 
in November that year, it granted a 25-year 
water right, subject to some conditions it said 
would recognise public concerns.  

 These were that prior to the scheme being built 

there must be a baseline survey done of the 

receiving waters’ quality and of the extent of 

marine life likely to be affected;  

 the area must be monitored after the scheme was 

commissioned;  

 the city council must bring in trade waste bylaws 

to prevent unmanageable toxic substances getting 

into the system;  

 and the new scheme should be reviewed regularly 

to make sure it was doing its job.  

The tribunal’s report said the conditions would 
“provide a solution which fairly represents the point 
of balance between the issues of economic and 
envoirmental (sic) advantage and disadvantage where 
the public interest lies”. 

It concluded that predictions given by the applicant’s 
consultants “may prove to be conservative rather than 
overly optimistic...” in which case “the 
prognosis...that no further treatment of the effluent 
may be necessary within the design period (up to 
2020) would be validated...”  

The technical evidence presented by the councils was 

“reassuring to the Tribunal and we believe to the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

large sector of the public present at the hearing”. It 
would turn out to be an overly optimistic statement.  

Those opposing the scheme were 

not mollified by soothing words. 
Zona Wagstaff (left) many years 
later would tell writer Virginia 
Winder she thought all they had 
to do was object to the water 
rights. 13   

But “...that was only the 
beginning...it just went on and on 
and it was a long battle...And it  

was an extremely bitter battle because more than half 
of the councillors plus the mayor (D.V. Sutherland) 
were determinedly for the raw sewage discharge 

scheme and they were supported by their well-paid 
consulting engineers”. 

The National Council of Women would not be alone, 
however.  

Opposition was co-ordinated under the banner of the 
Taranaki Clean Sea Action Group, which was formed 

in April, 1980.  

It gathered momentum, membership and influence as 
the new decade began with what would prove the 
penultimate stage of the debate - the 1980 local body 
triennial election. 

As mayor, Denny Sutherland had cruised through four 
previous elections and enjoyed a smooth consensus 
among his colleagues. Now he faced a vociferous 
minority council group whose objections were getting 
traction.  

Lean and his council colleagues steered clear of 
joining the action group, but made no secret they were 
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being helped by Freda White, Zona Wagstaff and their 
supporters. 

Sutherland had local evening paper, the Taranaki 

Herald (edited by George Koea), on his side until late 
1979, its stance apparent in a December 13 editorial 
warning North Taranaki ratepayers that if they wanted 
sewage treatment they would be the ones paying.  

But early in 1980, the rival morning paper, the 
Taranaki Daily News, showed the issue was far from 

settled. Its survey of councillors found an even split, 
with six in favour, five against and four undecided. Its 
report on January 29 showed the extent of the 
dissension.  

Bert Squire (in favour) said he resented any 
suggestions he and others did what they were told by 

the mayor, while Muriel Livingston (against) deplored 
the fact there had been no debate or public discussion 
on the issue since she joined the council.  

David Lean began to push on this point. He said in fact 
the council had never formally adopted the raw 
sewage outfall scheme, and its only proper decision so 

far had been to apply for the water right.  

Disingenuously, Roy Burkitt said when the council 
gave approval in principle to apply for the right, [by 
default] it agreed with the outfall, subject to finalising 
details like cost.  

He warned an average ratepayer would pay $120 a 

year more if sewage was fully treated, compared with 
only $54 for the ocean outfall. 

 

y now, the opposition campaign was taking 
some interesting turns, including direct action 

by Michael Smither (above).  

The artist was drawing opposing cartoons on 
bookmarks and haunting the city library aisles to slip 
them between the pages of books.  

A larger protest cartoon he called On the pipeline 
showed three men with a pipe going “up their arse and 
coming out their mouth”.  

It was considered bad taste at the time, he concedes, 
but sympathetic shop-owners displayed copies and 
within 24 hours they were gone. 

He drew Mayor Sutherland and councillors standing 
on the beach looking at their feet, “sort of, ‘what’s on 
my foot?’ sort of thing”.  

He drew lots of fish. “Rude little fish, little 
cockabillies and things looking at you” and he 
wandered up and down the main street handing them 
out.  

“I had all the time in the world, you see, being an artist, 
and I was able to give away lots of those to people.” 

Smither had been on the council’s case for as long as 
anyone. As a member of the New Plymouth 
Underwater Club, he and fellow members Phil 
Bendall, Kevin Gunn and others had become 
increasingly concerned about water quality off the 
coast: “We had begun to swim in sewage, basically.”  

They took water samples and sat them in glass tubes 
to see how long it would take for the visible contents 
to settle, and if in fact they would settle, “because most 

of the sewage off the coast was floating around on the 
surface. It was about a metre deep and it was moving 
with the surface movement of the water.  

“Every time the wind blew, the sewage moved with it, 
and landed up wherever the sou’westerly or 
nor’westerly or the northerly [pushed it]. Which made 

a mockery of the whole pipelines sort of thing. 

“We flew over the Waitara sewage [outfall] and took 

photographs of their busted pipe, because their pipe 

was busting all the time and had to be repaired at great 

expense.  

“The whole thing was that they didn’t work, the pipes, 

because of the wind situations.”  

At the time, some (but not all) official reports said the 
Waitara outfall was in the clear. Smither was sceptical.  

“Every time they did a test, they made sure there was 
a sou’easterly blowing and, of course, the sou’easterly 
would take the sewage out to sea. So that was, you 

know, great – all the tests successful.  

“But of course the [offshore] sou’easterly only blows 
about six or eight times a year, and the rest of the time 
it’s onshore. So we showed people just to what extent 
this stuff was accumulating in the sea.” 

They wrote a report entitled A few floatables on the 
beach doesn’t matter (“It was a quote by one of the 
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city councillors”) and delivered it to the home of every 
councillor.  

He recalls that for a long time opposition to what the 
council was doing had come from “just a group of 
people sort of trying to get organised and make some 

sort of protest.  

“There was a young woman, Yvonne Morgan, who 
worked in the photography shop, and she sort of acted 
like a secretary for the earlier group before it officially 
became the Clean Sea Action Group, you know, big 
time.” 

The action group began to deconstruct some 
of the technical evidence that had reassured 
the tribunal. Angela Boon spent hours 
analysing historical wind direction data 
recorded at Bell Block airport and found 
onshore winds would frequently blow 
effluent back towards the coast.  

The group commissioned engineer Kerry 
Wood to investigate further the degree of 
pollution the proposed ocean outfall would 
cause, and to compare it with the 
troublesome Waitara one14.  

Using among other things data analysed by 
Boon and samples taken at Waitara by Ray 
Watemburg (Watembach), he produced a 
report which estimated the outfall “will 
regularly pollute some 5km of coast line, 
from Fitzroy Beach to the Mangati 
Reef...and will irregularly pollute a greater length of 
coast.  

Calculations indicate that the sea will be unsuitable for 
bathing (1000 or more coliforms per 100 millilitres) 
for some 1000 hours in an average year, or 12% of the 
year”. At times, Fitzroy would get more than 10,000 
coliforms. 

He said on average the outfall would pollute 10 days 
each month in summer, and 100 days a year overall. 
Pollution would exceed the Department of Health’s 
limits for shellfish beds on the Waiwhakaiho and 
Mangati Reefs and might also affect other reefs 
intermittently. A similar outfall in Nelson needed a 

shellfish-taking ban along three kilometres of coast 
there. It would not be as bad as Waitara, he said, where 
onshore bacteria concentrations would be 60% worse 
than those calculated for the New Plymouth scheme. 

 

utherland and his council supporters decided to 
hire public relations consultants to run a series 
of seminars in April and May to “educate the 
public” about the sewerage plan.  

Lean wanted a council debate before then, and a 
Taranaki Herald survey of councillors published on 
March 22 found a small majority (including Mayor 

Sutherland) supported him.  

Led by Brian Bellringer, five councillors served a 
notice on the town clerk forcing a special council 
meeting to consider the outfall proposal. It was called 
for April 8.  

About 90 members of the public turned up, the debate 

lasted two and a half hours – and resulted in a 9-6 vote 
in favour of the raw sewage scheme.  

One councillor in favour, East End surf 
lifesaver John Honnor (son of former 
Mayor Alf Honnor) said he had never 
seen raw sewage on the beach, 

according to the Taranaki Herald’s 
report next day.  

Lean conceded democracy was 
restored by the meeting, but he 
deplored a decision to accept a 19th 
century system for the 21st century.  

“The attitude seems to be out of sight, 
out of mind. We just poke it out to sea 
and hope it doesn’t come back.”  

He said nobody challenged the Health 

Department, which he believed relied 
on information passed on to it.  

The department said there had been no notifiable 
diseases related to the Eliot St outfall, but sores and 
infections from polluted seawater were reported only 
to general practitioners.  

Effluent from the proposed scheme would be diluted 
to one part in a thousand, but “this is the same as 
putting eight inches of water in a bath and throwing in 
a cup of sewage...”  

The water classification was decided by “some pen-
pusher in Wellington”. 

These remarks drew an indignant response from 
Medical Officer of Health Cowan, who had been 
sitting in the public gallery. He wrote to town clerk 
Kinsley Sampson accusing Lean of misconstruing his 
(Cowan’s) evidence at the tribunal hearing.  

He took particular offence at the “pen-pusher” remark: 
“This denigration, in sweeping terms, of those not 
present or able to account for themselves is both 
dangerous and indefensible.”  

It was the sort of derogatory remark that had 
characterised far too much of the opposition to the 
outfall.15 
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A couple of weeks later, Cowan spoke at one of the 
council public seminars (20 people attended), and 
denied a claim made by Napier residents that their sea 

outfall was a failure.  

He said ocean outfalls at Napier and Gisborne worked 
“extremely well”, and there was no record worldwide 
of swimmers becoming ill from sewage-contaminated 
sea-water. 

A day later, the Daily News reported Mayor 
Sutherland had met 15 local doctors who were 
opposed to the scheme. Surgeon Victor Hadlow told 
him the Eliot St outfall had resulted in “numerous 
cases of hepatitis”. 

The tenth and last council public relations seminar was 
held at Spotswood College in early May and drew 60 
people, who heard Cowan say there was no point in 
the government subsidising a scheme that included 
treatment. “What is the point? A long sea outfall 
provides the obvious alternative. Why throw money 
away?”  

At the same meeting, John Fitzmaurice urged 
ratepayers to stop opposing the scheme and start 
working together. “So far, no-one with professional 
experience has come forward and said ‘Look, you’re 
wrong, why not try this?’”  

Fitzmaurice had a point. David Lean recalls: “The 
proponents kept saying ‘Well, what’s your 
alternative?’ and we had to concede we didn’t have 
one.”  

Enter Ken Holyoake (right) former New 
Plymouth Boys High School dux, 
chemical engineer and convert to the 
cause, who would put up a viable 
alternative. 16  

His proposal was based on something 
pioneered by the Dutch in 1968 (because 
of Holland’s shortage of land for 
treatment ponds) and successfully  
adopted by four Australian cities, including some on 
the Gold Coast.  

So appeared a new term in the New Plymouth sewage 
discourse lexicon – carrousel, a word to test the 
pronunciation and spelling skills of some opponents, 
come to haunt them, and to dominate the ensuing 
debate. 

 

t should have been the end of the city’s 13-year 
sewerage debate when David Lean won the New 
Plymouth mayoralty in 1980.  

He and his supporters had, after all, come up with the 
carrousel plant, a clean alternative to putting raw 

sewage out into the sea, a modern and compact system 
of comparable cost that would produce a watery 
discharge safe enough to drink. 

But even though Lean swept easily into power on a 
mandate of saving the beaches, around the council 
table his was only one vote.  

The electorate had not been sufficiently committed to 
the cause to give him the support he needed to push 
the new plant through.  

The voters largely rejected the big phalanx of 
environmentalists who tried for election to the council, 
with only Lean and close ally Brian Bellringer scoring 
highly in the poll.  

The gap had closed, but the new council was still, by 
one vote, committed to building a long ocean outfall 

that would discharge untreated wastes. 

It would take a dramatic about-face by an influential 
councillor, three more years battling the Health 
Department and the Ministry of Works and 
Development, and another special tribunal hearing 
before the way was clear to build what was to become 

the country’s most advanced sewage treatment plant. 

Not to be confused with the merry-go-round of similar 
name (carousel), the carrousel sewage treatment 
system is based on “general oxidation ditch 
technology”, according to The Water Treatments.com 
website.17 

“A Carrousel basin (below) is shaped like a race 
track and has a central, longitudinal partition 
wall. While the wastewater is circulating around 
the channel, micro-organisms break down the 

organic compounds, nitrogen and phosphorus 
containing wastewater.” 

Holyoake, the man who developed the case for New 

Plymouth to build one, says when he started reading 
about the debate in the media he decided he should get 
involved. 
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“It was as simple as that,” he told Virginia Winder. “It 
was in my back yard.”  

Long-time Waitara environment campaigner Ray 

Watemburg (Watembach) was another catalyst. “Ray 
was taking a lot of measurements and getting facts and 
figures about the shoreline, and what was being 
washed in from the Waitara problems,” says 
Holyoake. 

“I wanted to see what he had found and form my own 

opinion based on [his] data. “The reason I joined the 
Taranaki Clean Sea Action Group was so I could get  

close to Ray. He accused me of being a spy at one 
stage.” 

Research by Holyoake and the Clean Sea Action 
Group told them the carrousel was ideal, and it would, 
in his words, become something of a “default 

position” for the campaign group.  

“Because whenever you’re trying to win an argument 
or get something scrapped, you have to put up a viable 
alternative.”  

It was going to be essential if the group wanted to 
succeed against the Government, which he says 
controlled municipalities through the funding process, 
a form of “blackmail”.  

He felt the Government agencies had not really looked 
at the alternatives, so the action group was going to 
need an engineer whose reasoning could withstand 
their (and public) scrutiny. 

“There were about three engineers on the Clean Sea 
Action Group, but I was the only one who was 
privately employed...I was beholden to nobody.”  

As a chemical engineer he understood the principles 
of sewage treatment (“a simple matter of oxygen 
transfer”) and he was also not long out of university,  

where he had done similar projects. “So that’s, I guess, 
where it came on my shoulders to do.” 

Later, as the campaign unfolded into the early 80s, 

Holyoake would have a business trip across the 

Tasman planned, and the action group would raise 

money to fund a detour to Coolangatta on the 

Australian Gold Coast, a place where sea outfalls 

discharging raw sewage were anathema to tourism.  

 

ut first there was the 1980 election to be won. 

Local body elections are notorious for low 
voter participation (sometimes as low as 30%), 

but this time would be different.  

There was unusually early interest from the 
newspapers, who promoted debate on the sewerage 
proposal at the beginning of that year following 
reports of the apparent failure of Waitara’s outfall, 
whose seabed pipeline had fractured. 

Heath authorities played down the problem. Medical 
Officer of Health Dr Cowan said it was “probably 
safe” to eat shellfish from the adjacent reefs.18  

He said the Airedale Reef (pictured at left, today) 
had never been cleaner, a view supported by the 
Waitara Borough Council health inspector, who said 
bacterial counts had plummeted since the outfall was 

commissioned two years before.  

Mayor Sutherland dismissed a yellow-brown 

substance on the beaches as “algal bloom”.19  

A little over two weeks later, Cowan called it “river 
algae”, and said the outfall was working “perfectly”, 
with the sea assimilating effluent within 200m and 
300m of the outfall discharge. 

However, the Taranaki Catchment Commission and 
Regional Water Board contradicted those views, 
saying it was unsafe to swim on the Waitara beaches 
because bacterial counts were high.20 

In a May 3 Taranaki Herald story, a reporter 
interviewed likely contenders for the New Plymouth 
mayoralty in the upcoming October poll.  But 
everyone was coy, including Sutherland and his 
eventual challenger, Lean, who declared: “I haven’t 
considered it at all.”  
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About this time, the newly constituted Taranaki Clean 
Sea Action Group demanded a meeting with the full 
council. 21   

It was declined, so the group scheduled a public 
meeting for May 29 to discuss, among other things, 
the need for a referendum.  

At the May council meeting, Lean and fellow 
councillor Len Hannan moved a notice of motion for 
the next meeting calling for a referendum.  

The mayor tried to deflect the idea, saying there was 
doubt about the legality of a referendum, but the 
council decided to seek a legal opinion to be sure.  

Roy Burkitt, chairman of the city-county joint 
wastewater committee, opposed a referendum 
“because only the anti-people vote”.  

He agreed to attend the meeting, but said it would be 
pointless if he was given only two minutes to speak.  

Councillor Ron Barclay said the public meeting was 
just another delaying tactic and it was unfair to ask any 
councillor to attend, because they would be up against 
four or five “imported experts”.  

A number of statements had been made at public 
meetings that were totally incorrect, he said. “How 

long can we keep going to meetings where these so-
called experts pose questions and make statements 
that have to be rebutted? We will soon become a 
laughing stock.” 

In the end, the council decided not to send anyone. But 
plenty of others went – about 100, according to the 
Daily News report next day (May 30).  

Waitara kaumatua Aila Taylor warned that the town’s 
sea outfall was a “bloody disaster...with sewage all 
over the beaches”.  

He urged New Plymouth to go for the best. “It’s your 
coast and ours, and once we lose it we can’t get it 
back.” 

On the same page, the Medical Officer of Health 
weighed in with a denial of points raised in an action 
group newsletter, calling the opposition campaign 
“misguided and emotional”.  

Cowan disputed the claim that sewage would return to 
the foreshore. He said there was huge dilution 
available at sea for acid spills into the sewerage system 

and, anyway, such an event would be disastrous for a 
treatment plant. 

He went beyond health matters, warning of the 
downside of a “one-topic” local body election, which 
could produce a new council with a considerable 
handicap.  

“There are so many other important topics that a 
council needs to discuss apart from sewage disposal.” 
He said a referendum was not needed because 
ratepayers would have a chance to oppose the raising 
of a council loan through the government’s local 
authorities loans board.  

He outlined “big differences” between the Waitara 
outfall and the one proposed for New 
Plymouth.  

The sea depth where Waitara’s discharged 
was 9.15 metres, compared with 13.7 
metres for New Plymouth; the Waitara one 
was built of pre-stressed concrete, while 
New Plymouth’s would be made of steel; 
and the industrial load at Waitara was 

much larger – 80% to 85% came from the 
Borthwicks freezing works.22 

He questioned the veracity of a meeting 
called by the Taranaki branch of the New 
Zealand Medical Association, when those 
present were asked to vote on the scheme 

(producing a 50/50 split).  

He said the meeting was attended by only 
a third of the branch members and the 
motion was introduced without prior 
notice.  

The branch was also at variance with work by the 

United Kingdom Medical Research Council, as well 

as public health authorities around New Zealand and 

the rest of the world. Recent US legislation bringing 

in more stringent discharge regulations for 

municipalities was “unworkable”.23 

He concluded by saying it was “tragic that councillors 
get so little regard for the time and sincere efforts they 
put into their work for the citizens of New Plymouth. 
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This department is also determined to maintain and 
where possible, improve the amenities of the area.”  

The same newspaper page also featured a Murray Ball 
cartoon showing farmer Wal and Dog grounding on a 
smelly foreshore in a small boat called Mussel, with 

the dog saying: “Wake up, Wal. I think I know where 
we are – we’re drifting just off the Taranaki Coast.”24 

Meantime, the action group cheekily asked the council 
for a thousand dollars to help it pay for sewage 
monitoring.  

Sutherland was outraged: “This rather savours of ‘Do 

you mind if I borrow your knife – I want to stab you 
in the back.” 

The referendum didn’t happen, even though an 
opinion obtained by the council said it would be legal.  

At its next meeting on June 6, 1980, the council voted  
it down 8-5, Sutherland reminding 

the council it hired an expert 13 
years before and spent thousands of 
dollars to arrive at a decision based 
on the best expertise available. 

“It makes no sense to go back to 
people on what is essentially a 

technical and complex issue.”  

There was no way the loans board 
would pay for a scheme that was 
unwarranted, and anyway there was 
provision for a loans poll when it got 
to that stage.  

“If it is true, as alleged by the 
president or chairman of the Clean 
Sea Action Group, that 85% of ratepayers are against 
the outfall, then a poll will be held.” 

Lean said some councillors reckoned there was no 
opposition to the proposed scheme, but letters-to-
editor in the papers, a 5000-signature petition, a 
Taranaki Herald survey and one done by the National 
Council of Women indicated otherwise: all showed 
substantial opposition. 

Councillor John Armstrong, who would emerge as 
Sutherland’s heir apparent, said there was a danger 
people voting in a referendum would not have made 
the effort to read all the available material.  

Ron Barclay then uttered a prescient challenge – if the 
opposition meant business they should put up a ticket 
at the election.25 

They did. Little more than a month later, Lean sent 
Sutherland a personal note (after trying unsuccessfully 
to meet him) to let him know he would be standing for 

mayor, a decision some councillors had known about 
for “some weeks”.  

He would announce his candidacy the next day (July 
25), but Sutherland declined to say whether he would 
seek a fifth term.  

Lean was confident the campaign would be fought 
over the outfall. After all, earlier in July, the action 
group forced a poll on the raising of a loan to fund the 

council proposal and succeeded in gathering 8058 
supporting signatures from ratepayers.  

Feeling it was probably unwise to say it was the only 
issue, he listed restoring sand to the city beaches, 
building a new northern traffic outlet, flood control, 
coping with the rapidly developing petroleum 

industry, moving the railways yards out of the city, the 
rating system, and employment, as other things 
needing attention. 

By July 31, the battle lines were clear. John Armstrong 

declared his mayoral candidacy, with the backing of 

Sutherland, who would retire.  

Armstrong put up a list of campaign issues that 
mirrored Lean’s, with one main exception - there was 
no mention of sewerage.  

Lean wanted to be sure he had the emphasis right, so 

he and his supporters conducted a random survey of 
40 households, asking questions about potential 
election issues and levels of support for the mayoral 
candidates.  

Respondents were 75% opposed to the raw sewage 
outfall and half thought it would be the biggest issue 

of the election.  

They showed strong backing for his mayoral bid, 
many saying they felt it was time for a change, with 
some criticising Sutherland’s regime as “dictatorial”. 
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A couple of months out from polling day, those 
councillors standing again were evenly aligned on the 
sewerage issue, with Burkitt, Armstrong, Barclay and 

Squire in favour of the outfall, and Lean, Bellringer26, 
Collins and Livingston opposed.  

Already, at least six potential city council candidates 
said they would fight the scheme, a list that would 
nearly treble in the candidate lists for places on the 
council and neighbouring local bodies. 

Faced with such a groundswell, councillors in favour 
of the scheme relented slightly in July and added milli-
screening to reduce further the size of floatables prior 
to discharging the effluent.  

This would bring the cost up from Fitzmaurice’s 1979 
estimate of $7.4 million to $13 million, a mere $1.2 

million less than he had estimated primary treatment 
and a short sea outfall would cost. 

By August, there were other signs Sutherland and 
Armstrong were feeling less confident. The mayor 
abruptly softened his public stance by declaring if an 
alternative proposal met appropriate criteria, the 

council could be “very interested indeed”.  

On September 2, Armstrong wrote to the Taranaki 
Herald to say he welcomed any worthy alternatives. It 
seems they had been tipped off about carrousel. 

 

en Holyoake’s detour to 

Coolangatta had paid a big 
dividend, although when he 
first explained his mission to 

one of the engineers running the new 
carrousel plant there, the man was 
bemused. 

“What the hell are you guys doing? 
You’ve got a sea – why don’t you put 
it out in the sea [as was done in 
Sydney]?”  

Holyoake explained the proposed 
discharge site was relatively shallow  
(unlike Sydney whose outfall emptied into deep water 
where big currents kept the effluent submerged). 

So the engineer provided design data and helped with 
costings for what was about to land on the New 
Plymouth City Council’s table. 

The Clean Sea Action group didn’t take it there first, 
however. When the proposal emerged in September, 
the group called a press conference the day before the 
council meeting to make sure the public knew what 
was going to happen in the council chamber next 
evening.27  

The report, compiled by Holyoake and consulting 
public health engineer Trevor John, outlined two 
options for land-based treatment plants.28  

One was the $10.45 million carrousel, described as an 

“extended aeration biological oxidation system using 

surface aerators in a deep channel configuration”.  

The second involved something called Aero-Surf 
RBC (rotational biological contactors) units and 
would cost $13.63 million (about the same as the 
proposed long ocean outfall discharging raw 
sewage).29 

Early release of the proposal provoked indignation 

from the Sutherland/Armstrong camp, which later 

labelled its presentation to the council as “rather 

dramatic”.  

Sutherland promised the proposal would be treated 
with “utmost urgency”, but said the council had other 
things like flood protection dams and the northern 
outlet on its plate, so there was no way it could do an 
evaluation before the election.  

The council appointed a technical committee 
comprising council chief engineers Gil Harris and Bob 
Struthers, John Fitzmaurice, the Health Department, 
and the Taranaki Catchment Commission and 
Regional Water Board to examine the option 
sometime in the New Year.  

That meant the election would 
be fought without anyone being 
sure whether those opposing the 
raw sewage outfall knew what 
they were talking about. 

But that didn’t deter those who 

were standing on the ticket.  

As the election approached, the 
29 candidates for council30 and 
for other local bodies in the area 
included many motivated by the 
sewage row, such as Ken 

Holyoake, Freda White, Edith 
Green, Sam Hales, Moana Sharland, Moke Couch, 
David Lyall, Teddie Tamati, D’Arcy Ranger, Aila 
Taylor, Ted Maha, Bruce Crow, Ray Weston, and 
some whose names feature to this day in the 35-year 
battle to sort out Waitara’s sewerage system, Ray 

Watemburg (Watembach) and Fiona Clark. 

Sutherland was reluctant to leave the outcome of the 
investigation into Ken Holyoake’s work to chance. 
The mayor paid a visit to his father, Don Holyoake, to 
“call me off”. Holyoake Senior told Sutherland to back 
off, something he revealed to Ken years later.  
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Other members of his family also felt pressure in the 
local business world. 

As election month began, a public meeting addressed 
by candidates on October 2 drew a crowd of 180, the 
Taranaki Herald reported. Curiously, only one person 
posed a question about sewerage, but the letter 
columns continued to run hot from both sides.  

One from John Ardern in the Daily News carried his 
calculation that 1000 to one dilution (a figure used by 
the ocean outfall supporters) was equivalent to adding 
three two-gallon bucket-loads of sewage to a 6000-
gallon swimming pool. 

Many letters, mostly those from ocean outfall 
supporters, were signed with pseudonyms. 31  

One in the Daily News by “Ratepayer” had earlier 
defended the mayor and his council:  

“One young enthusiast states that if he is elected as 
Mayor he will give the people (not the ratepayers 
specifically) what they want, which I suppose means 
that he does not want to make decisions for electors 
who voted him in for this purpose, but expects them to 
make them.  

“I certainly wish him the best of British luck if he 
proposes to dodge his mayoral responsibilities (if 
elected) in this naive manner.”32 

Someone called “Ratepayers” then took the opposing 
view, saying David Lean restored his confidence in the 
future of New Plymouth. 

A Daily News editorial on October 11 summed up: 
“Heading the list of issues [for the election] is the 

perennial sewerage question, which in recent months 
has aroused more bitterness than any other wrangle to 
afflict the city for a very long time.” 

 

iven what David Lean’s survey had told him, 
the local body elections should have ended the 
sewerage debate there and then. But he 
seemed to be the only candidate to benefit 

from it all.  

He took the mayoralty ahead of John Armstrong by 

6098 votes to 4296, but others standing on the 
carrousel mandate fared poorly, with ambivalent 
voters electing only two of them, Eileen Gundesen and 
David Lyall, as new councillors, and ranking all of the 
“antis” except Bellringer in the bottom half of the 
results table.  

That produced a new council still marginally in favour 
of the raw sewage option - although the majority had 
been trimmed to one vote (from 9-6 to 8-7), a situation 
that would soon prove crucial. 

Knowing that it would be installing one scheme or 
another, the council under its new leadership wasted 
no time getting started on parts that would be needed 

no matter what.  

In February, 1981, it agreed to get a loan to build new 
main trunk sewers. But Lean faced a problem equally 
as daunting as overturning the sewage disposal 
scheme.  

He inherited a city badly in need of new infrastructure, 

including the long overdue northern expressway, 
flood protection dams and new stormwater drains.  

In a pre-emptive statement on April 18, he warned 
rates might need to go up by 25%. His comments 
neglected to mention the new sewerage project, a 
tactical swerve noted by the opposition in a long and 

critical letter to the editor of the Taranaki Herald on 
April 30, signed “A Ratepayer”. 

Meantime, the committee examining the carrousel 
proposal had been occupied with checking Holyoake’s 
estimates of what it would cost. They summonsed the 
29-year-old to appear before them, an ordeal he recalls 

to this day.  

“There were about 12 of them around the table, and 
me on the other side. They had done their own 
costings, and our numbers, of course, varied. The 
difference was at least $10 million.  

“I had a look through their figures and thought it can’t 

be that much. I did a quick scan down the page and 
added it up. I had great delight in telling these people 
that their numbers were added incorrectly...The 
establishment has a lot of issues with a young man 
being so smart.” 

The committee’s embarrassment must have been 
short-lived. It issued its report in May - recommending 
the council stay with the long ocean outfall 
discharging raw sewage.  

Before councillors could be given a copy, one was 

leaked to the Clean Sea Action Group, which renewed 
its call for a referendum.33 

But it would not be needed. On a flight to Wellington 
shortly afterwards, Roy Burkitt leaned across to David 
Lean and said he’d changed his mind: he no longer 
supported the long outfall idea.  

“If I could have jumped out of that plane at 10,000 feet 
and told the world, I would have done so,” Lean 
recalls. 

He asserts Burkitt’s about-face had nothing to do with 
saving the environment, and was based on a pragmatic 
view the ocean outfall could not be built on the rugged 
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west coast for the estimated cost and would be costly 
to maintain, as the Waitara one was already showing.  

Burkitt had been advised of this by Shell BP and 

Todd’s Paul Fried, who oversaw the building of the 
Maui offshore gas pipelines, a challenging and 
expensive project.34 

Fried would later estimate the cost of the long sewer 
outfall pipe at $7.5 million and its life at 25 years, in 
contrast to the Fitzmaurice figures of $3.6 million and 
40 years.  

Burkitt’s move would swing the initiative at last.  

When the joint wastewater committee met on May 21 
to consider the technical committee recommendation, 
he declared. 

“No engineer, no matter who he is or how good he is, 
can tell you what is going to happen with the 
construction of the outfall.”   

They voted – and it was a tie, so Burkitt used his 
chairman’s casting vote to break the deadlock...and 
the carrousel was on its way.35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Daily News approved. Its May 22 editorial said 
cost was the major discussion point for the joint 
wastewater committee.  

The carrousel option could be done more cheaply than 
proposed, and the cost of the ocean outfall was 
uncertain and could blow out.  

Apart from cost, the big difference was what came out 
of the pipe, and this was a plus for the carrousel plant 
“...and future generations are likely to look back and 
praise yesterday’s decision, if it is implemented. It is 
time to get on with it.” 

The anonymous letter writers attacked. “Another 
Concerned Ratepayer” slammed Lean and the 
committee for ignoring the technical committee’s 
report.  

“Ratepayer” and “Reality” said the elderly would have 
to share their homes to afford the rates.  

Following a vicious attack on Lean from someone 
signed “Live, Learn and Pay Meantime”, D.A. Garrett 
wrote in to say people should be required to sign their 
letters with real signatures.  

The two councils diverged. Junior partner the 
Taranaki County Council on June 3 rejected the 
carrousel option on the advice of its engineer that it 
would cost $17.7 million compared with $13 million 
for the long outfall.  

Paradoxically, it called for a referendum, and in less 
than a year it would pull out of the joint wastewater 
partnership with the city. 

Undeterred, the city council the next day - following a 

two and a half hour debate heard by 80 people in the 

public gallery - voted 8-7 for the carrousel plant and a 

short (450m) ocean outfall east of the Waiwhakaiho 

River mouth.36  

Lean remembers the invective Roy Burkitt faced from 
some opposing councillors over crossing the floor.  

But cross it he did, joining the new mayor and Brian 
Bellringer, Len Hannan, Eddie Collins, David Lyall, 
Eileen Gundesen and Muriel Livingston to outvote 

John Armstrong, Ron Barclay, Kingsley Fletcher, 
John Honnor, Hugh Moss, Rodney Jones and Bert 
Squire. 

Not long after the meeting, Lean took Fitzmaurice to 
lunch, the latter presuming it would be a civilised 
occasion on which to be fired.  

But the mayor had other ideas, telling the engineer the 
job of designing and overseeing the new plant was his 
if he wanted it: “You’ve spent a helluva lot of time 
trying to demolish the castle, so now you can get on 
and rebuild it,” he said with a smile. Fitzmaurice 
accepted. 
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hat should have been it, but 

New Plymouth was still four 

years away from getting its 

new sewerage scheme, and only 

half the delay would be due to 

construction time. 

It became apparent to Lean that 
while he had won the mayoralty 

and subsequently the vote to go 
ahead, some of the city’s so-called 
movers and shakers were not ready 
to submit.  

A delegation from a business club 
called on him to advise it was 

customary for the mayor to belong, 
one reason being their 
establishment was where “real” decisions about the 
city were made.  

He said he would think about it. When they returned 
he took delight in declining, saying “if I wasn’t good 

enough to be a member before, I don’t see what’s 
different about now.” 

A much greater obstacle came from the Wellington 
bureaucracy, whose spending was subject to the 
baleful eye of the Muldoon government.37  

The Health Department would have final say on how 
big a subsidy the council would get to build the 
scheme. A third of the cost was usual, but the 
department had other ideas. The process of getting the 
project under way started well enough.  

The council applied to the Taranaki Catchment 
Commission and Regional Water Board for a “water 
right” to discharge fully treated sewage into the sea via 
a 450m outfall just east of the Waiwhakaiho River 

mouth, and this was granted in October, 1981. 

But when the council went to the Health Department 
for the subsidy, the department and the Ministry of 
Works and Development said via Treasury that they 
would cover only the new plant, and not the outfall.38 

In their view, the discharge would be so clean a short 
ocean outfall was not needed, and the council should 
apply to discharge into the river instead. 

The council was reluctant to accept the river discharge 
idea, but duly applied to the Catchment Commission 
for a variation to the right granted in October.  

The commission considered this would need another 
extended hearing to which everyone could make 
submissions, so it set up special tribunal number two. 
This one would also have Charrott as chairman, but 
with two new members beside him39. 

Even as this new digression unfolded, Lean faced 
other barriers, including a faltering New Zealand 
economy.  

Loan money to fund the scheme and the council’s 
other projects was scarce and expensive (13% 
interest), construction costs had rocketed by 25% over 
12 months, and inflation jumped to between 15% and 
17.9% in those first two years of the decade.  

He dealt with the first by flying in representatives of 
45 financial institutions to persuade them to invest in 
the city, a move repaid two months later when the 
council entered the market for $2.5 million and got it 
within three months. 
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Rampant inflation made the rates rises look 
horrendous. The increase for 1980-81 was 27.55%, 
and Lean had to front up to the Chamber of Commerce 
to defend what was the biggest rates hike in the city’s 
recent history40.  

He told members about two-thirds of it was the result 
of inflation, but they also had to recognise the city was 
in a growth mode. They were unimpressed.  

In December, 1981, an 
anonymous business group 
forced a loan poll on the 

sewerage scheme, although 
it got little support.  

They needed 2563 votes 
(15% of the 17,093 
ratepayers) but mustered 
only 1087. This cleared the 

way for the council to vote 
(13 to 2) to proceed with an 
$11.2 million loan. 

The anonymous letter 
writers plugged away at 
Lean’s credibility.  

“Watchdog” reminded people that the combined 
councils had actually voted 14 to 9 against the 
carrousel41.  

That was reflected in the county council’s view, which 
pulled out of the project in February, 1982, to go its 
own way.42  

There was another casualty of the controversy, as well. 
After 22 years’ service as a councillor, Roy Burkitt 
resigned on principle, saying he had broken his 
promise to ratepayers to keep rates rises at a 
reasonable level.  

The unlikely hero of the sewerage scheme 

breakthrough would later be remembered more for his 
work to get the railway shunting yards out of the 
centre of the city than his epiphany at a crucial 
moment of the debate. 

 

he second special tribunal held its hearings 
over four days in July, 1982. Its findings, 
produced a month later, showed just how far 
views had diverged.43 

Even the government departments disagreed.  

The Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries took issue 
with the views of the Health Department and the 
Ministry of Works and Development (MWD) that the 
river discharge would be acceptable.  

Greens Party precursor the Values Party made the 
extraordinary assertion that if the planned sewage 
treatment plant was so good, its discharge should go 

into the river as a mark of good faith.  

City council chief health inspector Bill McNicholas 
said his pending trade waste bylaws would take care 
of any toxic content from industry, and anyway, 
discharging into the river would be all right because  

the river was already 

polluted from “unknown 
sources upstream”.  

Taranaki Acclimatisation 
Society president Dave 
Dannefaerd refuted the 
latter assessment, saying 

the river estuary was a 
popular fishing area.  

The society said from an 
environmental viewpoint 
– which included adverse 
emotional impact, 

prevention of fishermen 
using the estuary, and a  

potential health hazard in the mussel beds and beaches 
– the idea of discharging into the river was 
“incomprehensible”. 

In contrast, Fiona Clark, on behalf of the Waitara 

branch of the Maori Women’s Welfare League, said 
they approved of the river discharge as opposed to 
“building a long sea outfall over the Rewa Rewa Pa 
site and the Waiwhakaiho (sic) Reef. 

“We greatly value our sea food and resent any 
interference with our reefs.” This was a view 

supported by the North Taranaki Environmental 
Protection Society. 

New Medical Officer of Health Dr J. Reid said the 
discharge would be so safe he would swim in it – 
except that he wouldn’t, because he “does not swim at 
all”.44   

Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries office solicitor 
H.S Gajadhar, summing up of the applicants’ 
submissions, dismissed Reid’s assessment as 
“superficial” and based on a reading of data provided 
by others. “...he said he had been in New Plymouth 
only some 18 months, he knew of the area and that he 
wouldn’t swim there himself because the water was 
too cold.  

“He could hardly be regarded as being able to speak 
with authority – there had been no samples taken or 
tests done by his department – his statements were 
equivalent of hearsay.” 
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Reid’s head office colleagues undermined him 
somewhat by changing their position to include some 
extra safety measures, just in case.  

They wanted to add a couple of hectares of ponds 
where the discharged liquid could be held until the 
next outgoing tide. They also recommended moving 
the actual outfall pipe closer to the river mouth. 

In effect, that destroyed their case. As acclimatisation 
society lawyer John Laurenson 
noted, putting in those extra 
touches would likely raise the 
cost of the river outfall to within 
range of the $4 million needed 
for the 450m ocean outfall.45  

And since the extra cost of the 
ocean option was the city 
council’s main reason for 
applying for the variation (albeit 
a position forced on it by the 
Health Department), there was 
every reason to prefer the ocean. 

The most compelling 
environmental evidence came 
from the catchment 
commission’s own scientists, 
whose detailed research showed 
the river was simply not capable 
of handling the discharge.  

Basil Chamberlain said river flow varied significantly 
because of the Mangorei power station upstream, and 
the need each night to replenish the city’s water 
reservoir lake, Lake Mangamahoe. 46  

It could drop as low as 380 litres per second once 
every 10 years (compared with mean flows of 13,000 
litres per second).  

Oceanographer Bill Bayfield warned effluent could 
reach Fitzroy Beach in times of low river flow and a 
north easterly wave direction in late summer.47  

Surface dilution at the outfall could drop as low as 1:2 
(compared with a lowest ratio of 3:1 estimated by 
MWD engineer E.G. Fox).  

Bayfield’s colleague, senior biologist F.M. Power, 
said dilution rates needed to be as high as 360:1 to 
cope with some of the toxicants in the effluent, whose 
traces were many times greater than water quality 
criteria recommended by the US Environmental 
Protection Agency in 1976.  

“Levels of zinc, chromium, copper, phenols and un-
ionised ammonia will be unacceptably high in most 
river flow conditions.” Asked about the effects on 
salmonid species (trout) he was to the point: “Death.” 

Another of Bayfield’s concerns - about lack of a 
backup system with the river discharge proposal - was 
complemented by a senior water conservator for the 

commission, John Hutchings, who said an ocean 
outfall would take care of that contingency.  

He gave a long list of the area’s various recreational 
users and said when he surveyed them in January, 
1982, 85% favoured a marine outfall (10% wanted 
neither). 

Another of the senior conservators, Mike Patrick, was 
worried about relying too much on the proposed trade 
waste bylaws, the effects of the system becoming 
overloaded by stormwater, and a danger that 
conventional chlorination would not kill off all the 
viruses, thus threatening the mussel beds. Monitoring 
costs could exceed $100,000 a year. 

A commission marine ecologist, K.M. Becker, 
partially agreed with health inspector Bill McNicholas 
that the river already showed signs of pollution, 
indicated by a limited range of species.  

But he went on to say the estuary was already stressed 
and letting go large volumes of treated wastewater – 
rather than not mattering - would threaten the 
remaining fish and their food sources. That included 

whitebait, since in his view the discharge would be a 
barrier to migrating fish. 

The tribunal was convinced by what it called the 
“overwhelming weight of evidence” that a river 
discharge was unacceptable. It took a swipe at the 
government departments who had tried to impose it, 
saying their research was inadequate.  

 “We record our disappointment that the government 
departments did not satisfy themselves of matters 
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prior to the hearing, therefore requiring a hearing of 
longer duration than would otherwise have been the 
case...”  

Within a couple of weeks, Treasury said it would 
relent and sign off a full subsidy for the carrousel 
project, ocean outfall and all.  

In December, it granted more than $5 million, some 
$2.76 million more than it was actually required to 
pay48, thanks to some lobbying by the National MP for 
New Plymouth, Tony Friedlander.  

David Lean thanked Friedlander, but described the 
delay as a deplorable waste of money and time, during 

which the cost of the carrousel proposal had risen.  

In October, the council let tenders for various parts of 
the scheme, now estimated to cost a total of more than 
$16 million. 

By the time it opened just over two years later, on 
November 18, 1984, the cost had reached $18.2 

million.  

But despite the expense, the 
city was proud of its unique 
(for New Zealand) new 
means of disposing of 
sewage, and it was visited 

by engineers and councils 
from around the country, 
intrigued by what appeared 
to be the way forward for 
municipal waste water 
disposal.  

To emphasise the point, 
Lean (right) supposedly  
downed a glass of the clear liquid it produced.  

Not everyone was happy. Ken Holyoake says he was 
keen to be involved in building the new plant, but was 
offered no role.  

He recalls his irritation two years after it opened when, 
while playing golf on neighbouring Ngamotu golf 
course, he could smell the sludge that was being 
removed from the carrousel ditches.  

The stink made national headlines in May, 1986, when 
residents in the aptly named Brown Rd between Bell 

Block and Waitara complained about the stuff being 
dumped near the coast.  

The problem was later fixed and the sludge is dried 
and turned into sterile fertiliser for sale.49 

The plant is now in the throes of a major upgrade so it  

can perform more efficiently and cheaply and handle 
extra loads that will come from other settlements on 
the North Taranaki coast, including Waitara.50  

The latter is a separate story covered in Chapter 7, The 
Waitara River. 

 

ome of the players in this drawn-out saga are no 
longer around.  

Denny Sutherland, who never resiled from his 

belief in parsimonious local government, and his 
deputy, Roy Burkitt, a man brave enough to admit he 
was wrong, died some years ago.  

Freda White moved to Wellington and has not been 
heard of for years, according to Fiona Clark. Clark 
herself, and Ray Watemburg (Watembach), have 

continued to be leading proponents in the campaign to 
fix the Waitara problem.  

They and others in the clean 
sea action group organised a 
reunion at the carrousel plant 
on its 21st anniversary in 

November, 2005, and then-
mayor Peter Tennent unveiled 
a plaque in their honour.  

The irony was noted in the 
Daily News on November 24. 

John Armstrong retains no 

bitterness from his 
experiences in 1980, except 
perhaps to regret being set up 
as the “Crown Prince” to take 
over from Sutherland, thus  

being thrust into the role of defender of the long 

outfall.51  

It closed down his options to a large extent, one of 
which might have been to go for the carrousel plant in 
the end. He had just been on a trip to Taiwan and felt 
technological advances being made put a land-based 
plant within reach.  

He had no regrets about the outcome of the debate, but 

felt it was overly influenced by emotion and politics, 

rather than the logic he would have liked.  

He defended Sutherland. “Denny was a conservative 

mayor...very conscious of cost. He didn’t even have a 

car allowance or a telephone allowance. So that was 

Denny, and he was a pleasant sort of man and I guess 

that was the atmosphere we were in.”  
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Unlike today, when councils operate to long-term 
plans whose architects may no longer be around, in 

those days councillors were more accountable for 
costs and it influenced their thinking 

Lean stayed on as mayor for four terms, seemingly 
bullet-proof to any damage from the big rates hikes.  

His time may always be remembered primarily for the 
sewerage scheme triumph, even though his 

accomplishments also included most of the things he 
listed in that first campaign.  

He has gone on to serve 11 terms on the regional 
council, with no sign of his commitment to the 
environment ever diminishing. He scores easily the 
highest number of votes at every election.  

What of his predecessor? Sutherland, too, served four 
terms, and was highly popular during the first three.  

His biggest mistake may have been not to look up 
occasionally from his champion golf game at 
Ngamotu links (above) as he approached the back 
greens that overlook the sea.52 

They give a view of coastline he and some of his 
colleagues believed had no real worth, despite a 
burgeoning surfing craze that began in his first term in 
the 60s, and a warning from one of his far-seeing 
council officers, town planner Ian Dudding, that a 
coastal road would open up the area.  

Instead, it became a walkway, and today’s surf riders 
gather there whenever the swell and the winds are 
right, oblivious to a near mistake that could have 
denied them the possibilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The carrousel’s impact on the landscape is barely 
detectable, its ditches and buildings screened behind 

mature pohutukawa, the progress of the outfall pipe 
reduced to a couple of overgrown concrete manholes 
in a paddock.  

Nothing shows at sea.  

There is one careless exception on the beach. Behind 
a low sand-dune, invisible from the walkway, two 

lines of rusted iron march partway up the sand, 
remnants of the need to keep the sea at bay while the 
pipeline was built.  

Out of sight, out of mind. 
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NOTES  
1 Underground tunnels under the seaward end of the city’s main south-north street, Eliot St, with a short outfall to the reef 

below Woolcombe Tce, through which accumulated raw sewage was discharged when tides and weather conditions were 

judged “suitable”. 

2 Concern for the environment had been around in various forms for centuries, but gained new traction with the Baby 

Boom generation after the publication in 1962 of Silent Spring by American biologist Rachel Carson, who documented 

the impacts of indiscriminate spraying of pesticides like DDT. By the 70s, Newsweek and Time magazines were featuring 

the environment in cover stories, and the word “environmentalist” became popular in the Kiwi lexicon by the 80s.  

3 P8, Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of NZ, 2011Story: Sewage, water and waste – Water pollution: 

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/sewage-water-and-waste/8  

4 Faecal coliform bacteria are not in themselves harmful, but were considered useful indicators that other infectious 

bacteria from both animal and human intestines may also be present in water. Since 1992, following international trends, 

New Zealand moved away from faecal coliforms as a measure of marine bacteriological pollution and adopted measures 

of enterococci, which are part of the normal intestinal flora of humans and animals, and include important pathogens 

responsible for serious infections like urinary tract infections, bacteremia, bacterial endocarditis, diverticulitis, and 

meningitis. The Ministry for the Environment’s 2002 guidelines explain: “The New Zealand Marine Bathing Study 

showed that enterococci are the indicator most closely correlated with health effects in New Zealand marine 

waters...Faecal coliforms and E. coli were not as well correlated with health risks, although they may be used as an 

indicator in addition to enterococci in environmental conditions where enterococci levels alone may be misleading.”  

Comparisons with today are difficult because of the change to enterococci as a measure. These days, the level used by 

Taranaki Regional Council to trigger warning signs and other action is 280 per 100 millilitres. Levels are greatly affected 

by flooded rivers and high stormwater flows following heavy rainfall, when readings above 10,000 can be recorded over 

a brief period. 

5 The Kapuni gas field in South Taranaki was discovered in 1959, and the much bigger offshore Maui field would be 

found a decade later. 

6 Steven and Fitzmaurice, Christchurch, 1967, Sewerage of the New Plymouth Area, for New Plymouth City Council and 

Taranaki County Council. 

7 Winder, Virginia, 2009, Michael Smither interview, New Plymouth. 

8 This early Europeanised spelling of the Waiwhakaiho River’s name is used in all the official reports on the sewerage 

debate, and so is reproduced here. It has since been officially changed to the correct Maori form, Waiwhakaiho. 

9 Steven and Fitzmaurice, February, 1975, New Plymouth Sewerage Disposal, Environmental Impact Report. 

10 Ron Barclay was Labour MP for New Plymouth from 1966 to 1975, serving as Senior Government Whip in Norman 

Kirk's 1972-75 Government, and then as deputy mayor of New Plymouth from 1980 to 1989. 

11 September 18, 1978. 

12 Aila Taylor came to national prominence in 1981 when he helped put the views of his North Taranaki iwi to the 

national development hearings for the Waitara Valley methanol plant and the Motunui synthetic petrol plant. The same 

year, he lodged a claim with the Waitangi Tribunal on behalf of the tribe to stop the discharge of sewage and industrial 

waste on shellfish reefs between New Plymouth and Waitara. His claim that the Maori people were being prejudicially 

affected by the pollution was upheld by the tribunal and plans for a new ocean outfall at Motunui were scrapped as a 

result. Mr Taylor was elected to the Waitara Borough Council (1980-86), North Taranaki District Council (1986-89), 

Waitara Community Board (1989-1992) and Taranaki Regional Council (1992-95). In 1988 he received an MBE in the 

Queen's Birthday Honours. He was still an appointed member of the TRC's Maori liaison committee, Te Putahitanga o 

Taranaki, and a member of the TRC's policy and planning committee when he died at age 63 (January, 1997). Mr Taylor 

also worked as chairman of the Owae Marae Trustees and Puketapu hapu and was a member of the Te Atiawa Tribal 

Council (source: Taranaki Daily News obituary, January 18, 1997. 

13 http://www.pukeariki.com/Research/TaranakiResearchCentre/TaranakiStories/TaranakiStory/id/589/title/zona-

wagstaff-never-gives-up.aspx 
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14 Wood, Kerry, New Plymouth,.1980, A Study of the Effect of the Proposed New Plymouth Ocean Outfall, for Taranaki 

Clean Sea Action Group.  

15 Letter from Cowan to town clerk Kinsley Sampson, April 11, 1980. 

16 Great nephew of former Prime Minister Sir Keith Holyoake, who was National Party Prime Minister from 20 

September 1957 to 12 December 1957, then again from 12 December 1960 to 7 February 1972. He was appointed as 

Governor-General in 1977 and served until 1980. 

17  http://www.thewatertreatments.com/wastewater-treatment-filtration-purify-sepration-sewage/Carrousel-system 

18 Taranaki Daily News, February 8, 1980. 

19 Taranaki Daily News, March 1, 1980. 

20 Taranaki Herald, February 18, 1980. 

21 Officially formed in April, 1980. 

22 Equivalent in volume to effluent from 150,000 households. 

23 http://water.epa.gov/scitech/swguidance/standards/upload/2009_01_13_criteria_redbook.pdf 

24 Author of long-running cartoon strip Footrot Flats. 

25 John Armstrong served on the city council from 1980 to 1989, then was National MP for New Plymouth from 1990 to 

1993, when he was defeated by the previous Labour MP, Harry Duynhoven, who lost the New Plymouth seat in 2008 

and was elected the city’s mayor in 2010. 

26 Brian Bellringer was initially a contender for the mayoralty, but withdrew on August 13 because of family 

commitments. 

27 September 10, 1980. 

28 Holyoake, Ken, and Trevor John, September, 1980, New Plymouth, Two Waste Water Disposal Schemes for New 

Plymouth incorporating Land-Based Treatment Plants, for Taranaki Clean Sea Action Group Inc. 

29 Both options would need 1.5m-deep polishing ponds covering six hectares of land, and would produce liquid needing 

chlorination, and then sulphur dioxide to remove the chlorine before discharging into the Waiwhakaiho River. Sludge 

from the ponds could be dried and used for land fill, soil conditioner or fertiliser. The running costs, at $1 million a year, 

were about the same for all three options. Taranaki firms could build 90% of the carrousel option, 70% of the Aero-Surf 

one, and 40% of the ocean outfall. Fitzmaurice immediately rejected discharge into the Waiwhakaiho River as 

unacceptable, saying a short ocean outfall would be needed. 

30 There were 24 in the previous election in 1977. 

31 A practice dropped by New Zealand newspapers in the early 90s. 

32 August 9, 1980. 

33 Taranaki Herald, May 8, 1981. 

34 The main platform at the offshore Maui gas field is connected to a processing station at Oaonui in South Taranaki by 

pipelines built across 35km of seabed in the 1970s. 

35 Taranaki Herald, May 21, 1980. The committee vote was Burkitt, Lean, Hannan, Lyall and Tamati in favour of the 

carrousel option, and Barclay, Honnor, Henry Rogers, Keith Robertson and Owen Balsom opposed. 

36 June 4, 1981. 

37 By this time, Prime Minister Rob Muldoon was only a year away from imposing a drastic wage and price freeze (1982-

84). 

38 February 16, 1982. 

39 Dr W.J. Ballantyne, director of Auckland University’s marine laboratory at Leigh; and Harvey.Benton, the first  

chairman of Kiwi Dairies.. 

40 Further rises of 21.9% and 16% would follow in the next two years. 

41 Taranaki Herald, December 9, 1981. 

42 Meaning sticking with its oxidation ponds at Bell Block, a troublesome scheme the city council inherited when it 

absorbed the county in the country’s 1989 local government amalgamations to become the New Plymouth District 

 

http://www.thewatertreatments.com/waste-water-treatment-filtration-purify-sepration-sewage/carrousel-system
http://water.epa.gov/scitech/swguidance/standards/upload/2009_01_13_criteria_redbook.pdf


 

Ch 5, Clearing the Water - NP Sewerage, March 5, 2014 – By Jim Tucker 

                                                                                                                                                                    
Council. The relationship between councils would deteriorate in the early 80s as they argued over how much the city 

could expand its boundaries, a situation that reached crisis in 1983 when the city set a $1.2 million annual fee for taking 

the county’s wastewater. It declined to pay. The row extended to water supply from the city and a legal opinion 

supported the city giving a year’s notice to stop it. Lean recalls a dramatic day when his chief engineer, Jack Kettlewell, 

came into the mayoral chambers to say: “Master, just give me the word and I’ll cut the bastards off.” By early 1984, a 

pact was reached and boundary changes agreed, with New Plymouth expanding to take 6000 more residents, making it 

(at 36,114) the country’s 13th biggest city. 

43 Taranaki Catchment Commission and Regional Water Board, August, 1982, Wastewater Treatment Facility, 

Waiwhakaiho - Tribunal Report. 

44 Ibid, P48. 

45 John Laurenson would later become a High Court judge, a position he served for nine years until 2005. 

46 Then a water resource officer, now Chief Executive of the catchment commission’s successor, Taranaki Regional 

Council. 

47 Now Chief Executive of Environment Canterbury. 

48 It gave the subsidy under a long-standing formula of $1 for $2, even though in May, 1981, the Government had 

introduced a cap of 15%. 

49 See sidebar story. 

50 Manning, B, May, 2011, Application to the Taranaki Regional Council: Final Assessment of Environmental Effects 

and Consent Application for New Plymouth Wastewater Discharge, NPDC, Document number: 1106993. 

51 Winder, 2009, John Armstrong interview, New Plymouth. 

52 Denny Sutherland was a noted golfer who won national titles in 1947 and 1952 (source: NZ Golf website - 

http://www.golfclubhub.co.nz/pdf/Section%205%20Tournaments%20and%20Events%20Website.pdf 

http://www.golfclubhub.co.nz/pdf/Section%25205%2520Tournaments%2520and%2520Events%2520Website.pdf

