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ob Muldoon didn’t lose many battles.  

New Zealand’s pugnacious prime minister from 1975 to 1984 bullied his 

way past most people and hindrances, winning three general elections…and 

18 defamation cases against those careless enough to take him on without the 

benefit of irrefutable proof. 

In the end, he lost a snap general election in 1984, going down to upstart Labour 

leader David Lange. But the year before, something happened in Taranaki that 

implied a decline in his power.  

He was bettered by someone far less renowned than Lange, in an historic dispute 

that went some way to reviving the significance of whakauka, traditional Maori 

approaches to the environment.1 

The man who helped show the prime minister there was a better way was freezing 

works butcher Aila Taylor, who led his Te Atiawa iwi in a landmark Waitangi 

Tribunal case against a threat of pollution from the Motunui synthetic petrol plant. 

This was one of the Muldoon government’s Think Big industrial projects, to be 

built on the North Taranaki coast a few kilometres north of Taylor’s hometown, 

Waitara. 

The March, 1983, finding is called Wai 0006, “Wai” being the prefix used to label 

cases heard by the tribunal. 2  As the number implies, it was only the sixth 

deliberation by the Treaty of Waitangi hearings body; history shows it was the 

tribunal’s most significant early report, setting the scene for later national 

determinations on Maori fishing and other rights.3 

For Taranaki, the action by Taylor and his supporters was a milestone for tangata 

whenua gaining a voice in decisions about the province’s environment, in the face 

of changes brought by the oil and gas industry and, before it, colonial settlement, 

and intensive dairy farming and manufacturing.  
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As can be seen in the chapter on New Plymouth’s 

sewerage scheme, until 1979 the views of Maori were 

not sought or were ignored in most official 

proceedings on the use and monitoring of Taranaki’s 

of natural resources.4 

And that was almost the case with Wai 0006.  

Muldoon’s first instinct was to reject the Waitangi 

Tribunal’s opinion5 , pointing out that the national 
Planning Tribunal had already approved the building 
of a stand-alone marine wastes outfall out across one 
of the nearby kaimoana reefs.  

And besides, he told the nation, the government was 
in a hurry to get projects built to take advantage of the 

Maui gas field, a bonus find in the context of world 
oil price “crises” during the 1970s. 

But later in 1983 he relented, partly as a result of 
strong public protest that augmented Maori voices, 
but also because he saw that eventual aggregation of 
all North Taranaki waste disposal at a single location 

would save on Government subsidies.  

When the gigantic plant started up in 1985, its wastes 
– mostly cooling water containing highly diluted 

sewage, traces of heavy metals and chemicals – were 
piped west to Waitara and out through the town’s 
marine outfall offshore from reefs that were already 
affected by pollution.  

This “temporary” solution was recommended by the 

Waitangi Tribunal as interim, but it endured for 

nearly 30 years, and will be resolved only when 
Waitara’s wastes are redirected to the newly 
refurbished New Plymouth carrousel treatment plant 

at Waiwhakaiho in 2014. 

Muldoon and Taylor won’t be around to see that 
resolution. They died within a few years of one 
another in the 1990s, the former prime minister in 
1992 with a knighthood, the former freezing worker 
in 1997 with an MBE.  

Taylor might have lived longer if he had accepted the 
chance of a heart transplant, but true to his cultural 
beliefs, he declined. 

This chapter is devoted to his legacy, a Taranaki 
foreshore that will soon be the better for his visionary 
commitment to shielding a source of kaimoana from 

further human despoliation, not just for his people but 
for everyone. 

 

he first question that needs examining in the 

Motunui story is why Aila Taylor and Te 

Atiawa needed to go to the Waitangi Tribunal 

in the first place. In theory, it shouldn’t have been 

necessary. 

By 1980, New Zealand supposedly 
had procedures that would have 
prevented wastes from an industrial 
source being dumped anywhere 
near natural resources like seafood 
reefs.  

At that time, existing discharges 
from farming and processing 
industries were regarded by the 
government, the Taranaki 
Catchment Commission and other 
local bodies as issues to be 
resolved over time, but the prospect 
of a major new industry being 
allowed to follow practices of the 
past now seems unthinkable. 

New Zealand had put in place a 
water classification standards 
regime as early as 19636. In theory, 

it provided a range of protections, 
depending on whether the water  

was for shellfish gathering (SA), swimming and other 
contact recreation (SB), industrial processes or 
boating and other recreation (SC), or was remote 
(SD).  

But as the conservation-minded in neighbouring New 
Plymouth were finding out as they fought for a marine 
outfall that would discharge only highly treated 
sewage wastes, the prospect of Taranaki coastal 
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MOTUNUI METHANOL – how the plant looks today, with 

Pohokura gas processing station in the foreground. 



 

waters being classified by anyone at that time (the 70s 
and early 80s) was remote. Government departments 
like Health were showing no inclination to tackle 
such an expensive task. 

There was also an enduring mind-set that the sea 
could handle almost anything, and it was a cheaper 
solution. And there were legal impediments: for 

example, in 1980, in a court hearing involving 
Petroleum Corporation, the judge said he could find 
no definition for pollution in one of the main 
environmental laws, the 1967 Water and Soil 
Conservation Act. 

However, as national forces gathered to resolve an 

energy crisis by making the most of the world’s 20th 
largest gas field, Maui, and in the process use 
planning overdrive to clear the way, there was one 
impediment, an organisation that was responsible for 
protecting the Taranaki environment from any 
downsides.  

The Taranaki Catchment Commission and Regional 
Water Board’s manager since 1973, John Douglas, 
and his council (chaired for most of the 70s by 
Waimate West’s Doug Rider 7 ) were by 1980 
becoming aware of just how much pressure the 
Muldoon government’s expansive petrochemical 

industry plans would place on them.  

The proposed synthetic fuel plant at Motunui was not 
the only big-money natural gas item in 
contention. By the late 70s, the government-
owned Natural Gas Corporation was seeking 
permission to set up an ammonia-urea fertiliser 

complex at Kapuni, and in 1980 Petralgas 
Chemicals NZ Ltd applied to build a methanol 
plant in the Waitara Valley.  

There were also gas and condensate pipelines 
to be built across the province’s numerous 
waterways, and continued expansion by Shell, 

BP and Todd Oil Services and other companies 
in hydrocarbons exploration and gas processing 
installations. 

It was pressure the fledgling commission didn’t 
need. Existing water users they were trying to 
regulate were already complaining about 
delays and inconsistencies as the commission tried to 
wean itself from relying on the compromised efforts 
of local councils to monitor water rights.  

Despite facing liquidity problems from insufficient 
funding, it was having to expand rapidly to meet the 
burgeoning workload.  

From an annual budget of just $145,000 (about 
$40,000 coming from a levy on councils) in 1976, its 

estimated expenditure for 1980-81 ballooned to 
$586,000, to be propped up by a $30,000 overdraft 
from the Bank of New Zealand. 

Apart from sorting out water rights for hundreds of 
farm oxidation ponds, and dealing with dairy 
company amalgamations that were producing fewer, 
but ever-larger factories with attendant water supply 
and waste disposal demands, the commission was 
embarking on what would become one of its most 

important research projects, the Ring Plain survey.  

That would see scientist John Stark and his colleagues 
develop ways to check on the health of hundreds of 
streams flowing down from Mt Taranaki, methods 
that form the basis of TRC water quality monitoring 
to this day.8  

The commission decided to ask the government for 
help with Think Big. Minutes from TCC meetings in 
late 1979 and early 1980 record Douglas going into 
talks with the Ministry of Works and Development 
about getting government funding for what the 
commission was by now referring to as its 

“petrochemical investigations”.  

The commission asked the newly formed Taranaki 
United Council to discuss the impending extra burden 
with the province’s local bodies, three MPs, and 
relevant Ministers. 

It worked: by the end of the year the government 
stumped up with a promise of $250,000, although it 
would later prove a reluctant payer. 

By 1980, Douglas was literally gearing up for an 
intensive examination of the marine and river 
environment, buying an aluminium dinghy, ocean 
drogues, buoys, eight flow recorders, nine 
temperature recorders, a pH recorder, a flow meter 
and something called an electric fishing machine.  

WAITARA VALLEY – the Methanex plant near Waitara. 



 

The commission was also in need of a permanent 
home in Stratford (it still operated out of the borough 
council office), but decided before then it had to 

invest in a science laboratory and garage near the site 
where it would eventually end up, in Cloten Rd.  

In the same period (1976-81), staff grew from five to 
21 as the commission hired biologists, an 
oceanographer, a chemist, a hydrologist, water 
conservators and field officers.  

The prospect of working on such ground-breaking 
projects attracted a range of recent graduates, and the 
staff list began to feature the names of people who 
would go on to top careers in environmental research 

and governance (hence local references to the 
“University of Stratford”).  

They included oceanographer Bill Bayfield (now 
CEO of Environment Canterbury), senior water 
conservator John Hutchings (now Fonterra’s general 
manager of sustainability), water resources officer 

Basil Chamberlain, (who joined in September, 1980, 
and has been CE of the Taranaki Regional Council 
since 1989), senior marine biologist Fergus Power, 
senior water conservator Mike Patrick, and others. 

From late 1980, these young scientists and others 
would conduct research along the coastline around 

Motunui and inland, and present their findings at the 
Motunui hearings in a series of reports on topics like 
“oceanographic and coastal processes” (Bayfield), 
“hydrology of the Waitara River system” 
(Chamberlain), “bacteriological investigations” 
(Patrick), “petrochemical toxicity to marine 

organisms” (Power), and “recreational value of 
offshore coastal and inland waters” (Hutchings). 

 

uilding the Kapuni ammonia-

urea plant, first of the Taranaki 

Think Big projects, taught 

Muldoon and senior colleagues like 

Bill Birch a quick lesson in how local 

bureaucracy could get in the way.  

When planning proceedings began in 

1978, the Government banked on 

needing nine months to get permission,  

but ended up waiting two years after 

running into a need for one of the country’s tiniest 

local bodies, Waimate West County Council, to 

amend its district scheme. 

The Government decided they needed so-called “fast 
track” law, and in 1979 Parliament passed the 

National Development Act9, which moved decision-
making on projects of national importance away from 
local bodies and placed it with the Town and Country 

Planning Tribunal, to be called the Planning 
Tribunal.10  

Local authorities and others could make submissions, 
but the Tribunal would rule. 

The Government had good reason to hurry. The 
international cost of oil rose tenfold in the 70s as 
Middle Eastern and other oil producers acted in 
concert to increase prices.  

In 1978, there was a sudden temporary loss of supply 
from Iran with the overthrow of the Shah. By 1979, 
New Zealand had carless days, as the country faced a 
shortfall in its crude oil needs and a rapidly 
deteriorating balance of payments deficit.11 

The availability of Maui gas, the spiralling cost of oil 

and the emergence of a new but commercially 
untested process that could make synthetic petrol 
from natural gas - the Mobil Process 12  - offered 
Muldoon a chance to make New Zealand more self-
sufficient. It meant big borrowing and big spending, 
but his advisers believed the risk of trying something 

untested on a large scale was worth taking. 

Making synthetic petrol had a history dating back to 
German experiments prior to World War I, but had 
focused mainly on converting coal to liquid fuel.13 
Later, processes spread to making petrol from other 
hydrocarbons and biomass.  

The punt with the proposed NZ Synthetic Fuels Ltd 
(Synfuels) plant was it would be the first (and only) 
large-scale one to use the Mobil methanol-to-gasoline 
method. 

The Waitara Valley Petralgas methanol plant 
application was the first to be heard under the Act, 

and now Synfuels would use it to apply to the 
Planning Tribunal for go-ahead at Motunui.  

Key parts of the proceedings would scrutinise the 

need to take water from the Waitara River and then 

discharge liquid wastes through a marine outfall off 

the coast from the plant. 

Before things got that far, the catchment commission 
had to gear up its procedures. It formed a committee 

B 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Wikipedia image 



 

(the Synthetic Petrol Technical Committee), whose 
first meeting on March 4, 1981, was told by Douglas 
that the planning schedule would be extremely 
difficult to meet.  

Public submissions would have to close on April 6, 
the committee would need to finish its investigations 
and hearings by May 8, and the commission’s 
recommendations to the Planning Tribunal were due 
by June 30. 

The commission received 20 public submissions by 
April 8, with Aila Taylor’s name appearing in this 
context for the first time, along with that of fellow 
submitter Fiona Clark.  

Between May 4 and 7, the committee considered 
these, as well as technical reports from its staff. On 
May 13, the full commission discussed and approved 
the submissions it would make to the tribunal. 

The tribunal hearings were under way by August 12, 
1981. Objectors enunciated a case against a project so 
vast as to present a multitude of threats to the local 
water environment. They ranged from reducing flows 
in the Waitara River, swallowing fish-life through the 
water intake and depriving future horticulture of 
irrigation, to threatening the marine foreshore with an 
unknown mixture of heavy metals, chemicals and  

sewage that was a health risk and an affront to coast 

users and Maori culture.  

Their case was enhanced by recent global interest in 
one of the worst cases of industrial heavy metal 
pollution in history, in the Japanese fishing village of 
Minamata, whose inhabitants were poisoned by 
mercury from a factory making acetaldehyde (used to 
produce plastics).14 

 Submissions from Synfuels countered these 
arguments with an array of scientific evidence and 
assurances. 

The catchment commission found itself in the middle 
– reluctant to impede promised resolution of the fuel 
crisis, but wary of neglecting its job to interrogate a 

development seen as threatening and unknowable by 
some constituents.  

It also felt rushed, a concern summed up by John 

Douglas in his submission.  

He said he had travelled overseas to see a number of 

oil industry plants and bone up on the implications, 

but he felt there had been too little time to investigate 

fully what might happen long-term once the Motunui 

plant began production. 

He said his staff had insufficient time (less than a full 
year) to research the coastline to establish base 
patterns of weather, currents, biological life, 
bacteriological levels, and other pollution.  

Also, the plant specifications had changed since the 
first information given to the commission; the long-
term environmental impacts of some of chemicals 
were simply not known.15 

Submissions by TCC staff confirmed his unease. One 
in particular was by biologist Fergus Power, who 

assessed whether the petrol plant’s disposal system 
would deal adequately with toxic elements in the 
wastewater, including nine trace metals.16   

The first difficulty he encountered was a shifting 
scenario presented by NZ Synthetic Fuels 
Corporation Ltd.  

“It has become increasingly apparent to me that the 
waste stream now the subject of (the discharge water 
right application) is very much more complex than 
that described in the [original] National Development 
Act Application.” 

Although the nature of the effluent was now known 

“to a large degree”, there were still unknown or 
“imprecisely-defined” minor components. He said 
that these, and the effects of mixing all the effluent 
components, had not been investigated.   

He noted that levels of zinc and chromium in the 
effluent, even after initial dilution by the sea at the 

outfall diffuser, would be six to ten times greater than 
those normally present in coastal seawaters. Nearly 
five tonnes of zinc would be emptied into the 
environment each year.  

However, considering the rate of dilution the outfall 
diffuser was expected to achieve (150:1), the distance 

from the reefs and the effect of currents, even if 
seafood showed “significant contamination” from 
zinc, he believed there was little possibility of serious 
health effects in human consumers. 

Minamata - Image: Japanfocus.org 



 

Relative to other metals such as mercury, silver, 
copper, cadmium and lead, zinc was also “far less 
acutely toxic to marine organisms”, although 

knowledge of the biological effects of continued 
exposure on marine organisms was rudimentary. 

After studying overseas research, he tested some of 
the Motunui marine species for short-term toxic 
effects from zinc, copper, chromium and zinc-
chromium mixtures.  

He concluded that those at the larval stage were 
most susceptible, and recommended that outside the 
outfall mixing zone at sea, zinc levels should be 
limited to 20 parts per billion to protect shellfish on 
the reefs.17 

He also looked at chemicals that would be used to 

clean the plant, some of whose effects were 
unknown.  

He said while the rate they degraded in coastal 
waters was likely to be rapid, it was not possible to 
predict the rate, nor assume that the products of 
degradation themselves would be non-toxic.  

Hydrocarbons would also be present in the effluent, 
“but their identities cannot be predicted”. 

Power cautioned that while zinc would be present at 
significant levels, it was unwise to focus on that metal 
alone, since the effluent would contain a range of 
metals and chemicals whose combined impact was 

not known.  

He insisted on further investigations before the plant 
started up and regular standardised toxicity testing 
afterwards. TCC had already commissioned a study 
of trace metal levels in mussels and paua in the area. 

Another TCC scientist with comparatively little time 

to investigate was microbiologist Mike Patrick, 
whose job was to determine how much 
bacteriological pollution already showed up along the 
coast and in nearby rivers. It turned out there was a 
lot. 

In seven months between December, 1980, and June, 

1981, he sampled and analysed bacterial levels in sea 
and river water and in mussels found on reefs. He – 
and Health Department scientists doing something 
similar – found a wide variety of levels on the several 
occasions they sampled and from the various reefs 
and bodies of water in the area.  

In the majority of cases, faecal coliform counts were 
well above safe levels for both the water and the 
shellfish18, probably because of pollution from the 
Waitara sewage outfall, as well as the Waitara River, 
some of it from defective septic tanks, but much of it 
from farming runoff.  

Some might also have been coming from small local 
streams near Motunui, which went largely untested in 
the limited survey. 

As Patrick’s submission made clear, these results 

came from what was just the beginning of a survey 
that needed to run at least a year to establish annual 

patterns, and preferably longer to see if there were 
variations over longer periods. 

However, despite the limitations of his research, he 
was confident the plant disposal system would not 
add to any existing bacteria problems along the coast.  

By the time effluent containing faecal coliform 
bacteria mixed with the main effluent flow from the 
cooling towers at the plant, their levels would be 
about 2500 per 100 millilitres; then even at the worst-
case dilution of 150:1 at the marine outfall exit, the 
levels would be no more than 17 per 100 ml.  

That was almost as low as the 14 per 100 ml required 

for water in which shellfish grow without being 

contaminated (water standard SA). 

And that was at the mixing zone 600 metres out to 
sea. “Subsequent dilution will occur as the sewage 
moves towards the coast, so the numbers of bacteria 
reaching the shore (reefs) will have no effect on the 

present levels.”  

He still urged the tribunal to make the company 
monitor seawater and shellfish for bacteria at sites up 
to 1000 metres on either side of Epiha Rd. 

While oceanographer Bill Bayfield (having 
completed 800 hours of offshore field work…more 

than 100 of those at Motunui), said he was familiar 
with the North Taranaki coastline and adjacent 
coastal waters, he stressed his conclusions were 

WATER LAYERS – Waitara River fresh water drifts 

through the sea offshore from Motunui. 



 

tentative, given that his data came from observing 
only two seasons over half a year and when wave 
conditions were generally low.19 

His responsibility was to investigate the ability of the 
receiving waters – the sea – to dilute and disperse the 
effluent, as well as check out the stability of the 
coastline to host the pipeline without it breaking, as 
had already happened at Waitara.  

The limitations of his study in terms of duration were 

reinforced when he saw something extraordinary on 

April 26, 1981, a phenomenon he termed “an 

important exception”. It was an intact, surface layer 

of what appeared to be Waitara River water passing 

through the Motunui area (previous page).  

He thought it was probably the result of wave currents 

caused by an oblique wave approach to the shoreline, 
and it indicated stratification of the water layers was 
possible. Its frequency, he warned, was unknown. 

Despite that, he was confident the proposed effluent 

system would work. Predominant coastal currents 
would ensure adequate dispersion and dilution, and 
even on the rare occasions there was no water 
movement, dilution would still be 150:1. He stressed 
the need to monitor the outfall’s performance to make 
sure. 

Someone who had a bit more time to reach 
conclusions was TCC water resources officer Basil 

Chamberlain.20 Since joining the TCC, he had been 
examining the entire Waitara River catchment and 
was close to producing a plan that would set out the 
need for “sensible” management of the available 

water.  

His job was to assess whether the Motunui plant’s 
water needs could be met without compromising 
catchment users like town water supplies, power 
generators, farmers, horticulturalists (above, at 
Brixton), shingle extractors and other industries, like 

the freezing works and the Petralgas methanol plant 

being built in the Waitara Valley, not to mention 
recreational users like jet-boaters, rowers, canoeists, 
whitebaiters and fishers.  

One time impediment he faced was determining 

residual flows in the catchment, because TCC staff 

were still doing an intensive biological survey of the 

Waitara system to establish actual residual flows, and 

“work is not sufficiently progressed to produce results 

yet”.21 

Despite that, he was able to predict confidently that 
taking up to 370 litres a second from the main river 
would have little impact, given its average daily flow 
was about 60,000 litres per second.  

As a precaution, he recommended Synfuels reduce its 
take to 350 if the river flow ever dropped below 2600 

litres per second at the Bertrand Rd gauging station. 

One TCC staff member slightly less constrained by 
the rush to gather evidence was senior water 
conservator John Hutchings, who looked at the 
Motunui area’s importance for recreation, 
including fishing and the gathering of seafood 

from the reefs.22  

He and his colleagues had already produced major 
reports for the commission on the recreational use 
of water in Taranaki, although for his evidence to 
be specific to Motunui he needed to carry out 
additional surveys in the first half of 1981. 

He found the reefs were popular among 
surfcasters, who caught mostly kahawai, as well as 
mullet, snapper, warehou, trevally, gurnard, 
kingfish and kelpie. Surfers occasionally caught 

reef breaks at Motunui. 

Local Maori and others provided information that 

showed the beaches and reefs were prized seafood 
sources, especially the one off Turangi Rd, where up 
to 34 people were seen gathering at one low tide. Peak 
use at Otaraoa and Epiha Rds saw 18 gatherers, while 
Buchanan’s Bay had 10.  

High densities of mussels were growing just west of 

Epiha Rd and there were plenty of paua on reefs 
adjacent to Turangi Rd and Buchanan’s Bay. Four out 
of five gatherers were from Waitara and the Motunui 
area. 

He said the standard of effluent treatment proposed 

for the petrol plant implied there would be little effect 

on the coast.  

“However, it must be remembered that the location of 
an effluent pipeline in any area, no matter how high 

the standard of treatment, will cause concern and a 
reduced level of use on the part of a percentage of the 



 

recreational users of that area.” They would turn out 
to be prescient words. 
 

 
verall, then, what did the TCC recommend? 
It said the Tribunal should approve the 
application - but added a rider. 

Because doubts lingered over the possible 
effects of the effluent, water right conditions should 
be detailed and tight, and must prescribe more 
research prior to plant commissioning and close 
monitoring of the operation once it began.23 

How were the doubts acceptable? The scientists, 
while hedging around their respective approvals, 
concluded in the end that risks from the effluent were 
not great enough – at this stage, anyway – to turn 
Synfuels down.  

Even though pressed for time, they had discovered a 
coastal environment at Motunui that was already 
polluted, sometimes badly enough to put shellfish 
harvesters at risk.  

 

The influence of the nearby Waitara River was all too 
apparent; when the wind blew from the west, the 
coastline at Motunui was sometimes polluted by 

water from the river, especially when it had been 
running high after rain.  

Would Motunui make it any worse? Almost certainly 
not, said the commission, but it needed more time to 
be sure. 

Douglas explained. “No certainty exists of what the 

effect of the total effluent stream on the Taranaki 
coastline will be – this can only be determined post-
operationally.”  

He was reasonably satisfied about the environmental 
consequences, but he did not believe it was ethically 
possible to be completely sure the discharge would 

have no effect on marine life. 

“Minor uncertainty exists…this uncertainty has been 
reinforced by the use of the National Development 
Act, which has necessitated a headlong gallop 
through the investigative procedures.”  

O 

RUINED REEF – Orapa (Airedale) Reef has taken the brunt of Waitara 

River pollution and even today is unsafe as a source of shellfish. 



 

The lack of full detail, though, was not an adequate 
reason to delay a decision, he said.  

To be sure, more data had be gathered to complete the 
picture and form an adequate baseline against which 
to measure any future changes.  

The TCC also wanted a number of “certifier” clauses 
in the conditions so that it could check aspects of the  

plant disposal system as they were built and would 
have the power to insist on changes if required.  

“…final design of the effluent disposal process has 
not yet been completed to the Regional Water 
Board’s (TCC) satisfaction…” There were 12 special 

conditions to cover that. 

His view on where the outfall should go had 
vacillated between a pipe out from Motunui, to 
combining with the existing Waitara outfall, and back 
to Motunui again.  

A reason to be wary of a combined outfall was the 

increased risk of spills, and if something went wrong 
it would be difficult to identify the source.  

Also, nobody was sure what would happen when 
effluent from Motunui mixed with that from 
Borthwicks freezing works, the upcoming Waitara 
Valley methanol plant, other industries and Waitara’s 
sewage.  

The actual effluents had yet to be tested and there 
could be “processes of concern” not yet identified, a 
problem that could not be dispelled in the time 
available. 

He reckoned the proposed outfall 700 metres out from 

the lowest tide level at Epiha Rd was one of the best 

sites in Taranaki because of reduced pressure on 

coastal resources in terms of population centres, 

seafood resources, industry and general recreation.  

Although preferring a stand-alone outfall at Motunui, 
he claimed the TCC’s predominant concerns were to 

preserve the shellfish beds, “and that the traditional 

food-gathering activities of the Maori people not be 
restricted or limited in any way… The 
recommendations reflect this concern.” 

But even though the Planning Tribunal went on, 
predictably, to approve the Synfuels proposal, 
Douglas’ claim was one the people of Te Atiawa and 
their supporters were not about to swallow.  

Enter the Waitangi Tribunal. 

 

t first glance, it looks like a pun about bad 
breath.  

In fact, Haliotis iris (left) is the scientific 
name of a sea snail that is also known as kararuri, 
hihiwa, karahiwa, karariwha, koeo, korohiwa, 
kororiwha, marariwha, marari, hauwai, inaka, or 

wharangi. More commonly, this prized seafood, one 
of a number at the centre of this story, is called the 
paua (or abalone).24 

Along with kuku, kina, kotoretore, four genera of 
pupu (karikawa, mitimiti, korama and ngaruru or 
makiritai), rore, karengo, wheke (octopus), starfish, 

the waiwhakaiho crab, limpets, crayfish, starfish and 
fish generally, paua form an important and traditional 
part of the diet of the Manukorihi, Otaraua and Ngati 
Rahiri Hapu of Te Atiawa iwi, the largest Maori tribe 
in North Taranaki. 

In its Wai 0006 finding, the Waitangi Tribunal said 

Te Atiawa fishing reefs (or kaawa) extended for some 
30 to 35 miles along the coast of the north Taranaki 
bight and constituted one of the most extensive 
traditional fishing reefs of the Maori people.  

“They are referred to in the songs and legends of the 
Te Atiawa people and were a source, not only of food, 

but of tribal pride and prestige.  

Sir Peter Buck (The Coming of the Maori, page 378) 
has recorded one such legend as follows:  

A curious story is connected with the visit of a Ngati 

Tama ohu to clear some land for a Taranaki tribe 
south of the present New Plymouth.25  

The ohu speedily completed its task with a large 
stone adze named Poutamawhiria, to which a certain 

amount of magic power was ascribed. The working 
party had been fed with choice mussels from a local 

reef.  

They were so good that the Ngati Tama priest with 

the ohu decided to steal a portion of the reef. He 
waded out secretly to the reef, cut off its northern end 

with the adze, Poutamawhiria, and by means of 
magic incantations, floated it back to his own 

territory, where it is now fixed in the sea as the 
mussel-bearing reef named Paroa.  

A 
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However, Poutamawhiria marked its disapproval of 

the theft by allowing a chip to break off from one 
corner of its cutting edge. Generations later the adze 

disappeared, but a description of it was handed down 
orally.  

It was of very black polished stone about 16 inches in 
length, and it had a chip off one corner of its cutting 

edge.  

One night a young girl of the Ngati Tama dreamt that 

Poutamawhiria had been found at the neighbouring 
village of Pukearuhe by a European farmer named 

Black.  

The girl was so insistent that her father, 

Te Kapinga, visited Mr Black's home, 
where, to his intense surprise, Mrs Black 

produced a large stone adze which her 
husband had found recently.  

It was of polished black basalt, the right 
length, and it had a chip off one corner of 

the cutting edge. Mr Black arrived and, after hearing 
the story, very generously gave it to Te Kapinga as 

the representative of the rightful heirs.  

The Ngati Tama and Ngati Mutunga tribes held a 

meeting at which Poutamawhiria was laid in state on 
a flaxen robe on the marae, and the people greeted 

its return with a welcome of tears. The finder was 
publicly thanked and given a suitable present.  

Later, on a visit, I was shown Poutamawhiria. I looked 
doubtingly, perhaps, at Te Kapinga, as I felt the chipped 

corner.  

"Well," he replied, "If you examine the Taranaki reef,  

you will see that its northern end is cut off clean and if 
you examine the Paroa reef you will find that its  

southern end is cut off clean. “Now if you were to bring 
the two reefs together you would find that the two cut 

ends would fit perfectly.”  

Who am I to gainsay such proof? 

The tribunal said that episode demonstrated the  

richness of the history associated with the reefs and 
the way in which their names could act as signposts 
for further accounts of the history of the people. 

Possession of the reefs was seen by Te Atiawa as 
important as the occupation and possession of the 
land.  

The tribunal acknowledged 11 reefs between 

Waiwhakaiho at the northern end of New Plymouth 

and Paraninihi26  (south of the Tongaporutu River) 

and attributed customary rights to the four southern 

ones to Ngati Te Whiti, rights to the next five to hapu 

of Te Atiawa, and the two northern ones to the iwi in 

those areas, Ngati Tama and Ngati Mutunga.  

How did the tribunal get involved in something the 
Muldoon Government had already declared a fait 
accompli? 

After its series of hearings in 1981, the last in 
September, the Planning Tribunal had recommended 
the Motunui plant should go ahead and what followed 
was the National Development (New Zealand 
Synthetic Fuels Corporation Limited) Order 1982, 
passed by Parliament and added to the schedule of 
National Development Orders listed under the 
National Development Act. 

Aila Taylor filed a case against the order with the 
Waitangi Tribunal, which began its hearings in July, 
1982, and reported back its recommendations to the 
Government on March 19, 1983, in a report running 
to 35,000 words. 

FRUITFUL SHORE – The coast off Motunui, where another marine outfall was once planned. 



 

It said witnesses told tribunal hearings that the reef 
most affected by the existing Waitara marine outfall, 
Orapa, harvested by the Otaraua and Manukorihi 

hapu, was no longer usable.  

They were aware that scientists long ago established 
the ability of filter-feeding shellfish to greatly 
concentrate harmful pollutants 27 ; one witness said 
deterioration was also apparent in mussels whose 
shells had become so soft they would crumble in the 

hand.28 

As Aila Taylor pointed out, custom prevented those 
who had lost their own reef from taking seafood from 
others, although in fact the loss of Orapa had been 
partly managed by allowing 
the affected hapu to gather 

on the reefs of their 
neighbours.  

His point, though, was that 
this should not be taken as a 
precedent to allow the loss 
of other reefs near Motunui - 

Tauranga, Te Puna and 
Titirangi. 

Harvesting seafood was not just a matter of survival, 
the tribunal noted. “Kaimoana also has an intrinsic 
cultural value manifested in manaaki (token of the 
esteem) for manuhiri (visitors).”  

The report quoted one submitter who said "…mataitai 
[seafood] is very valuable, more valuable than meat - 
without that our table is nothing…"  

It was a matter of tribal prestige and honour, the 
tribunal said, that not only should guests never leave 
hungry, but they should be suitably impressed by an 
abundance of traditional foods prepared for them.  

“The hakari (feast) associated with the numerous 
Maori tangi and hui is an important part of Maori 
culture, and as we were to witness for ourselves, it is 
important that the supply should exceed the guest's 
needs.” 

The residue was not wasted, but was divided amongst 

the host hapu.  

“The cultural value of kaimoana is therefore 
important, not only because it satisfies the traditional 
palate and sustains the way of life of the individual, 
but because it maintains tribal mana and standing.  

“In Maori terms it would not be valid to contemplate 
the destruction of some reefs by assessing the 
individual needs of the local people and the resource 
necessary to meet that need. It is necessary to assess 
the tribal need.”  

The tribunal said it found ample evidence that Te 
Atiawa people from very early times not only looked 
on the reefs as a source of supply but had tended, 

harvested and conserved them. Seafood was taken 
rotationally and in appropriate seasons, and the reef 
beds maintained in their original state “to the extent 
that even a dislodged rock is returned to its original 
position”. 

Other measures included keeping rubbish and waste 
(including human and animal excreta) well clear of 
the sea and rivers.  

A rahui (prohibition) could be placed on seafood 

gathering following the loss of a body at sea or to 
“guard against over-exploitation 
(in this district the rahui was 
sometimes indicated by a sprig of 
rimu on a floating log)”. 

Other rules included not gutting 

fish or shelling shellfish below 
the high water mark, and 
stopping shellfish gathering by 
women during menstruation.  

“In its simplest form such 
customs are an outward manifestation of the respect 
paid by Maori people to the sea and its food 
resource,” the tribunal report said.  

“It is probably more important to note, however, that 
such customs are a manifestation of a far more 
complex Maori spiritual conception of life and life 
forces, which compels them to insist upon a much 
higher standard in the maintenance of clean water and 
the preservation of natural states than that to which 
we are accustomed.”  

Many who appeared before the tribunal spoke 
therefore not only of the physical contamination of 
water by which a degree of pollution might be 
entertained as not injurious to health, but of the 
"spiritual pollution of water which affects the life 
force of all living things and eventually man" (Moke 
Couch) and according to which no degree of 
contamination could be contemplated.  

The tapu (sacred) nature of water was stressed by 
many, in particular Joe Tukapua, Milton Hohaia, and 
Hikaia Amohia. “The water will react against what it 
does not like but will nurture what it does.”  

In the traditional Maori concept of life, it was 
irrelevant to consider whether effluent and human 
waste could be treated so as to be virtually pure before 
it was discharged.  

The tribunal said the position was succinctly put by 
the Commissioner for the Environment:   



 

"It is the Commission's experience that the 
environmental impact of a given level of pollution 
depends in part on the subjective reaction of 

individuals to that particular form of pollution…there 
is a strong philosophical and moral objection from 
Maori people to the discharge of sewage effluent into 
a food source and waters used for washing, bathing, 
fishing."  

The tribunal looked at earlier legislation to see if Te 

Atiawa had any legal rights to the reefs. It found that 
Maori reserves, such as they existed, applied only to 
the land. Exclusive use was granted in laws dating 
back to 1900, but this was repealed by a 1962 law, the 
inappropriately titled Maori Welfare Act. 

Prominent elder Charles Bailey told the tribunal that 

“…quite a number of years ago we marked out all the 
kaawa from Mokau to Patea. We had them all named, 
too. We sent it to the Minister of Fisheries and his 
reply back was that no way could he see that the 
Maoris were going to claim the whole Taranaki 
coast."  

The tribunal noted some irony in recognition given to 
Maori fishing practices in other policy areas.  

“We were informed, for example, that during the 
depression of the early 1930s, unemployed Maoris 
received a smaller benefit than their European 
counterparts on the basis that they had access to 

natural food resources.”  

Legal control of seafood harvesting from Te Atiawa 
reefs was now the same that applied generally to all 
fisheries, and to Maori and European alike. It was 
spelled out by the Fisheries Act.  

This provided for “any existing Maori fishing 

rights”, but none had been established for Te 
Atiawa.  

The only thing helping Maori was a clause in 
the Fisheries (General) Regulations 1950 
allowing them to take certain seafood above 
personal quotas for specific hui or tangi.  

Taking paua was a particular problem. The 
regulations specified a minimum size of 
125mm – but paua rarely grew that big on the  
North Taranaki reefs. “In the Te Atiawa 
circumstance, the Regulation serves not as a 
regulation but as a total prohibition.” 

Then the tribunal got down to the main issue – lack of 
understanding by Pakeha. 

It said the evidence pointed to a need for a much 
greater awareness by non-Maori - and by those 
charged with protection of the environment – of the 

spiritual and mental concepts of the Maori in relation 
to seafood and water.  

“It would be particularly wrong if the administration 
of Maori fishing grounds was entrusted only to those 
whose judgements are founded upon cultural values 
that are entirely irrelevant to Maori people.” 

It was significant to note, however, that Te Atiawa 
was not seeking exclusive use of the reefs, even 
though it might be argued that was intended by the 
Treaty of Waitangi.  

What was principally sought was the control of the 

reefs so that the "mana Maori" or authority in respect 
of them might be seen to vest in the local hapu. 

“The way in which Fisheries Regulations for the 
control of the harvesting of sea food was seen as 
inimical to the mana Maori was graphically expressed 
by the Chairman of the Taranaki Maori Trust Board, 
who stated ‘the legislation has made thieves of us 
Maori, of our own food’." 

It was pointed out that several large tracts of Maori 
land had been set aside as Maori reservations for 
scenic and other purposes, but “save to the extent that 
it has become necessary to control an abuse, the 

general public has not been denied access by the 
Maori persons appointed as trustees for the control of 
them”.  

There was non-Maori recognition of that, of the view 
that this was not a just a bid for Maori control. A 
growing sector of Taranaki society could see wider 

issues, and that it was to the credit of Maori they were 
taking such a powerful lead.  

While the tribunal’s three hearings in 1982 (July, 
October and November) were in the distinctly Maori  

setting of Owae Marae in Waitara (above), evidence 
heard was not limited to that of Aila Taylor and his 
iwi supporters.  

Of the nearly 70 people representing more than 20 
organisations or just themselves who submitted, there 
was support from a newly emerging Taranaki green 
lobby, including the Taranaki Clean Sea Action group 
(which would succeed in the debate over New  
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Plymouth’s sewerage scheme – see Chapter 5); the 
North Taranaki Environment Protection Association; 
the Values Party (precursor to the Greens); and the 
Waitara Surfriders Club.  

Numerous government departments and local 
bodies appeared to give their expert views or 
just watch (New Plymouth City Council), as 

did those with a direct stake in getting the 
plant built, Petralgas and Synthetic Fuels 
Corporation. Taylor’s employer, Borthwicks, 
the Waitara meat works owner, was there, as 
well. 

The tribunal in the end opted for the lesser evil 

of asking for Synfuels to pipe its effluent to 
the Waitara outfall – as a temporary measure. 

 

hat the Waitangi Tribunal’s report made a 

difference to the eventual outcome of the 

Motunui case – the Government quickly 

changed its mind and opted for the combined outfall 

at Waitara - is probably without doubt, although a 

general outcry from other coast users and 

environmentalists certainly helped.  

Tony Friedlander, who was a member of the Muldoon 
Government at the time, recalls the leader was also 
influenced by the sound economics of going with just 
one outfall.29 

In November of 1983, the Government passed the 
Synthetic Fuels Plant (Effluent Disposal) 
Empowering Act, which abandoned the stand-alone 
outfall near the plant and set conditions for the 
effluent to be piped seven kilometres to Waitara.  

The Government had fought to the end, however. The 
Bill’s first draft still allowed for an outfall at Motunui, 
as well as Waitara. Taylor was appalled, recounts an 
obituary on him published in 1997, “not least because 

of the paternalistic soothings of a government which 
had much at stake.”30 

Even though the Government gave a verbal assurance 
that the discharge rights would not be used, Taylor 
would not be budged.  

The obituary records a meeting in New Plymouth, at 
which Energy Minister Birch made plain the 
Government's position. “I simply can't relinquish the 
water right at Motunui. It would be irresponsible, 
because the plant is about 20 percent complete and 
more than $1000 million in contracts has been 
committed."  

By June, however, Taylor and Te Atiawa had their 

way and the Motunui outfall plans were abandoned.  

The Government was still able to needle Te Atiawa. 
“Taylor and Te Atiawa had sought costs for hosting 
Waitangi Tribunal hearings in 1982,” said the 

obituary. “The Department of Maori Affairs 
demanded receipts, and found expenditure 
of $2250, from which it deducted koha from 
guests and visitors. 

“A $775 cheque for the difference was sent 
to the people of Waitara, an insult not put 

right until an ex-gratia payment was 
forthcoming.” 

Meantime, while it looked as though John 
Douglas’ misgivings about a combined 
outfall were ignored, in fact the catchment 
commission was empowered to conduct a 

full marine ecological baseline programme over 
several years, an exercise costing several hundred 
thousand dollars, to be paid for by Synfuels.  

That would give the TCC a detailed picture of 
existing marine conditions and provide data with 
which to compare the environmental effects in the 

years to come. 

By 1992, it was able to report that after six years of 
monitoring marine life for traces of heavy metals, 
there were no signs of damage; some of the findings 
were contrary to what might have been expected in 
1981.  

The long-term study looked for any impacts that 
municipal and industrial (particularly from the 
petrochemical industry) discharges to the North 
Taranaki coast might be having on heavy metal 
accumulation in mussels.  

“Over the duration of this programme no evidence of 
adversely high levels of heavy metal tissue burden 
due to the Waitara marine outfall has been observed.  

“While the results discussed in this report show 

significant increase in cadmium, these are less than 
10% of the New Zealand permissible standards. 
Mercury levels are extremely low and this may in part 
be due to the storage time which elapsed before 
analysis took place.  

“All other metals (chromium, copper, iron, lead, 

mercury, nickel and zinc) examined show a fairly 
constant tissue burden profile with fluctuations being 
within the likely natural perturbation levels.” 

The battle wasn’t quite over. Given uncertainties 
surrounding the plant in the planning stages, it’s 
unsurprising the company found by 1985 it needed 

more water, and consequently, to discharge more 
effluent.  

T 
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At a special TCC tribunal hearing in 1986, it applied 
to increase its take from the Waitara River from a 
maximum of 370 litres per second to 500, and the rate 

of discharge from 70 litres per second to twice that, 
140.  

This gave Aila Taylor and others another chance to 
object, which they took.  

In his evidence, he lamented the deterioration of the 
Waitara River, and the gradual diminishing of food 

sources, particularly lampreys.  

In his comments about the discharge, he touched on 
the nub of Maori concerns – the disposal of human 
wastes to the sea. 

His lamentations were rejected, and the company got 
its way. It went on to produce synthetic petrol for a 

decade, but by 1997 world oil prices had dropped too 
far for the operation to be economical. It switched to 
methanol, most of which it exports to this day.  

The regional council’s latest monitoring report 
described it as a model environmental citizen.31  

 

Mö tënei momo i a koutou he whärangi 

rau angiangi tä ënei reanga 
Hei whakanakonako i te pütea kupu tuku 
ki tö koutou 

I tö te ikeike kano i tö te rangiahua nui 

Heoi e kui e koro mä, kua oti te whatu i te 
käkahu hei täwharau 

I tö koutou reo i whakarere iho ai, i ä 
koutou whakaratonga 

Ki te ao i tukua iho ai ki ä koutou e ö koutou 
atua 

Okioki i tö koutou moenga roa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taylor no doubt felt some satisfaction at having helped 
prevent the building of a second outfall on the North 
Taranaki coast.  

His skills as a spokesperson for Maori on whakauka 
earned him stints on national organisations and a period 
on the body that replaced the catchment commission, the 
Taranaki Regional Council.32 

His greatest triumph was to lead the way in Maori gaining 
a greater say in the way the water environment is 
managed, and to affirm something said by the TCC’s John 
Hutchings in his evidence to the Planning Tribunal: that 
even with the best treatment in the world, the very idea of 
tipping sewage into a place where food is gathered is 
repugnant. 

Were he alive today, Taylor would have one great regret 
- the fact the “temporary” fix for Motunui to which he 
agreed continued for more than three decades after the 
Waitangi Tribunal’s recommendation.  

Why that happened is the subject of the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus, although you, our elders, may pass into 
the night, your flesh to corrupt and fade, 

Yet you speak still. 

And we cling to your sacred teachings, 
generation upon living generation, 

These few feeble words too thin to convey our 
love and gratitude for the legacy you have 
bequeathed us, your living faces. 

Let what follows be a cloak that keeps warm 
your voices and safe your contributions to this 
troubled world. 

Rest now, in peace. 33 

The words below appear at the beginning of another Treaty of Waitangi report, Wai 0262, 

produced a generation (28 years) after Wai 0006 and entitled Ko Aotearoa tēnei: a report 

into claims concerning New Zealand law and policy affecting Māori culture and identity. 
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were conducted from the late 1990s and concluded in 2007. It asserts that the Crown failed to adequately protect Maori 

interests in relation to cultural knowledge and practices, as well as in their relationships with indigenous flora and fauna: 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/5224263/Govt-considers-Wai-262-claims-report 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-visit/taranaki/taranaki/parininihi-marine-reserve/
http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/5224263/Govt-considers-Wai-262-claims-report

