
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It took 14 hours the first time.  

It must have been about 1950 when our family made its first road trip 

from New Plymouth to Auckland, in one of Dad's bread vans, with easy 

chairs wedged into the dark cavity of the delivery compartment behind 

the cab.  

Goodness knows how much we bounced around on the primitive springs 

of the old International truck as it navigated the equally primitive 

tarsealed "highway", with its narrow bridges, tunnels, winding 

deviations, long intervals of loose metal, a shortage of shoulders for 

emergency carsickness stops, and an intriguing tarseal change from black 

to white when it hit limestone country around Te Kuiti. There, the dotted 

centre line turned black. 

It took 14 hours; more than enough time to drive from Kaitaia to 

Wellington these days.

In the heat of the 2014 election campaign, 
Prime Minister John Key promised something 
the people of Taranaki have yearned after for 
175 years - a better road north.  

Or did he? JIM TUCKER looks into what 
opposition politicians dubbed a classic case 

of "pork barrel" politics. 
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Things must have improved by the late 1950s, 

though, because Dad made a solo trip in his six-

cylinder Citroen in just five and a half hours. 

Everyone said he was mad. 

I must have been mad, too, because a decade or so 

later I did it in three and a quarter hours. But that 

was in an MGBGT sports car, late on a Sunday 

night, when there were no cops around, no speed 

cameras…and few trucks. 

That last point is important.  

Trucks are largely what this story is about. Every 

day, about 700 of them traverse State Highway 3 

between North Taranaki and south Waikato. Two 

in five vehicles on the road is a truck, according 

to the NZ Transport Agency.  

They're a key component of Taranaki's economy, 

they're getting bigger, and they're one of the main 

reasons why Taranaki's movers and shakers have 

been agitating for a better road for decades. 

You can imagine their sense 

of triumph when John Key 

made his election 

announcement on June 29. 

The government would 

commit $212 million of 

extra spending on a list of 

11 regional roads, on 

projects that can't meet the 

usual spending criteria - 

traffic counts, population 

densities, value for money, 

relevance to the national 

economy, and so on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two of the most urgent Taranaki developments 

made Key's list - the Normanby overpass, and 

that troublesome 145-odd kilometres of State 

Highway 3 from Te Kuiti to the SH3A turnoff 

near Waitara.  

The first was a given, and made the top five "A-

list", projects that were already well-investigated, 

had started or were due to get under way. It gets 

$10 million to $15 million. 

The second, SH3 north, is more problematic. It's 

on a "B-list" of six projects, works that apparently 

need more investigation over the next couple of 

years before a start can be made on actual work.  

By 2017, according to media reports, the road will 

have $20 million to $25 million spent on it.  

So, the breakthrough, at last? Well, maybe, maybe 

not. To understand why, let's look at the history of 

what may be the most reported-on stretch of state 

highway in the country. 



f we had a dollar for every official word 

written about Taranaki's northern state 

highway there would probably be enough 

money to daylight both tunnels. 

For the past 15 years, the SH3 political debate has 

been awash with complex plans and reports by  

Taranaki Regional Council (1999, 2010), the 

TRC-hosted Taranaki Regional Transport 

Committee (strategy plans in 2011 and 2014), the 

SH3 Working Party (booklets in 2007 and 2014), 

Transit NZ (1999, 2000, 2006) and its successor, 

the NZ Transport Agency, consultants like Beca 

(on what to do about Mt Messenger, for example) 

and maintenance contractor Transfield Services, 

the Government (for instance, the 2013 Regional 

Economic Development Report, and various 

Government Policy Statements), the Ministry of 

Transport (freight studies and strategies for 

heavier trucks), the Road Transport Association, 

KiwiRap (which ranks the safety of roads), and 

Venture Taranaki (The Road Ahead, 2012). There 

are undoubtedly others. 

From these various studies we know for sure what 

we already knew just from driving over the route: 

 It's the only way north to what economists 

now refer to as the "golden triangle" of 

commerce between Auckland, Hamilton and 

Tauranga. 

 It's scenic, but dangerous. In the nine years 

from 2002 to 2012, vehicle accidents caused 

32 deaths and 85 serious injury cases. In 

March, a New Plymouth woman was killed 

when rocks fell off the cliff above Body's Hill 

south of Piopio. 

 It lacks passing lanes. Venture Taranaki's 

2012 report noted there were none between 

Mt Messenger and the Awakino Gorge for 

stretches of 79km going north and 65km 

going south. Some have been added, but 

there are still 35-kilometre stretches of 

winding road where traffic is trapped behind 

trucks and slow drivers. 

 The road surface is poor in places, which 

means higher fuel and maintenance costs, 

especially for truck companies.  

 There are few road shoulders to give drivers 

a margin for error or for pulling to the left 

when entering a side road or gateway. 

 There are hazardous rock falls, regular 

washouts, and frequent slips. The road has 

been closed for a couple of days at a time 

after bad weather. 

 There is patchy or no cell-phone coverage. 

Calling an ambulance can be a major 

mission. 

 The average traffic flow is a little over 2000 

vehicles a day, but that can vary wildly if 

weather closes central North Island 

highways, sending more trucks over SH3 (a 

route drivers may not be familiar with).  

 There are about 70 tanker trips a day, 

according to National MP Johnathan Young 

(in 2011). 

 When Fleetwood Mac played the Bowl of 

Brooklands in 2009, the traffic count shot up 

to 6000. 
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FATAL: Traffic builds up around the scene of a road death on SH3 at Body's Hill in March, after a 
boulder plunged down from the cliff-face and crushed a car. 



o why isn't something being done? 

Actually, something is, which we'll get to 

in a moment. 

First, let's look at the reasons why it's so 

hard for Taranaki officials to get through to the 

central government bureaucrats who have the last 

say on where transport project money is spent. 

For a start, there aren't enough people here. One 

of the squeaky wheels that gets government oil is 

high population density and road congestion. 

Read - Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch.  

Taranaki has 2.5 percent of the country's 

population, and as Jonathan Young points out, it 

gets about that much share of the regional road 

project funding. 

Then there is something called "national 

significance". The Government has selected roads 

of national significance and said they would 

attract more funding.  

Many are in Auckland - like the one being 

burrowed under Mt Albert by that giant tunnelling 

machine. 

Taranaki local government lobbied hard to have 

SH3 north declared a road of national 

significance, but the Government was unmoved. 

A large stretch of SH3 north is not actually in 

Taranaki.  

It's on the bottom end of King Country and 

Waikato, and given the latter's current obsession 

with cuddling up road-wise to its more "golden" 

neighbours, Auckland and Tauranga, the remote 

and expensive highway south from Te Kuiti is not 

exactly a big  priority.  

The Waikato Regional Council and district 

councils like Waitomo make the right noises to 

placate their Taranaki neighbours, are members 

of the 30-strong joint SH3 Working Party (set up 

in 2002 to co-ordinate lobbying efforts), and do 

commit some of their money to improvements.  

But there's a limit to how much precious regional 

road funding they will agree to part with. In their 

latest spending plan they have ignored the road 

completely, much to the concern of the Taranaki 

Working Party members.  

Waikato's regional land transport committee 

(with a dozen different territorial, city and 

regional councils on it) is a disparate body of 

conflicting interests, compared to the single-

mindedness achieved by Taranaki's committee 

(comprising three territorial councils and TRC). 

Mostly, that's how road projects are paid for - 

from fuel excise taxes and road user charges 

(about $2.5 billion a year) gathered in by the NZ 

Transport Agency. 

That money has until now been doled out to each 

region on a user-pays basis, which means 

Taranaki doesn't actually get anything extra to 

pay for SH3 north once it crosses the border at 

Mokau River. 

S 

HARD FIX: The cliff above Body's Hill is stabilised 
with steel rods and netting. 



The local body politicians here and in Chiefs 

country have tried to cut deals on SH3. Taranaki 

agreed to fork out some of its regional road fund 

money to help Waikato and King Country 

upgrade the road.  

But the agreement fell over when Taranaki found 

it needed every dollar for home projects like New 

Plymouth's current northern outlet work and 

various improvements to SH3 going south. 

Another problem looms, as well. The 10-year 

regional road funding model expires next year, 

Taranaki has already spent its $53 million share, 

and the new model changes the rules - regional 

projects will need to compete nationally, rather 

than getting a guaranteed amount based on user-

pays income. 

There are other factors at play when money is 

committed to state highway funding.  

For instance, central planners use a cost-benefit 

formula, which ranks a project's economic value: 

the bigger the number, the better the chances they 

will approve the spend. With such a low traffic 

count, SH3 north struggles to get big numbers, 

not-withstanding the fact it's a crucial link for the 

country's energy province.  

A lot of oil and gas product moves up that road, 

and the very experienced hydrocarbons industry 

here is also keen to participate in new endeavours 

on the east coast - mainly accessed via SH3. 

Another important criterion is safety. Or so the 

Government says. But if that was really the case, 

SH3 would have been built to motorway standard 

years ago.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here are the facts on safety: actually, the one fact 

that counts - this is a very unsafe road.  

The New Zealand Road Assessment Programme, 

KiwiRAP, rates nearly two thirds of SH3 in 

Taranaki as level 2 (the best being level 5), which 

means it has poor roadside conditions, 

insufficient overtaking provision, narrow lanes, 

and poorly designed intersections.  

Confusingly, KiwiRAP says the risk of crashing 

on SH3 north is medium (improved from 

medium-high in 2007).  

That may be explained by the fact that the number 

of death and injury crashes on SH3 north is the 

same as SH3 south for a similar length of road 

from New Plymouth; however, the latter stretch 

has up to four times the number of vehicles over 

it each day - nearly 10,000 in places, compared 

with only 2245 north of Mt Messenger.  

But if we're really concerned about economics, 

let's look at the true cost of all those SH3 north 

accidents. 

The Ministry of Transport calculates what it calls 

the "social costs" of road deaths and serious 

accidents by factoring in loss of life and life 

quality, loss of output due to temporary 

incapacitation, medical costs, legal costs, and 

vehicle damage costs.  

At 2013 prices, that amounts to $3.85 million for 

a death and nearly $700,000 for a seriously 

injured person. Which means the deaths and 

accidents on SH3 north between 2004 and 2012 

cost the country upwards of $180 million. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Note that such a calculation takes no account of 

the cost of traffic delays caused by road closures 

after accidents. It would be significant for road 

haulage companies. 

Which gets us back to trucks. 

  

errick Wilkie (right) is not someone 

you'll ever recognise on the road between 

New Plymouth and Te Kuiti.  

That's not because he rarely drives it 

(in fact, he knows it like the back of 

his hand), but because he sits so high 

up you'd need a stepladder to see him. 

Derrick drives a very big truck.  

Actually, it no longer has such a 

prosaic name: it's a High Productivity 

Motor Vehicle, HPMV for short.  

There are 1300 of them on our roads 

these days. They're high in 

"productivity" because they are 

allowed to carry up to a third more 

than a standard truck.  

Until 2010, you couldn't shift more 

than 44 tonnes, unless it was a special 

load with a one-off permit. Former 

New Plymouth MP Tony 

Friedlander led a long charge to 

change that in the new 

millennium when he headed the 

Road Transport Forum lobby. 

Parliament passed an amendment 

to transport law in 2010 allowing 

HPMVs to use main highways 

with loads up to 60 tonnes, 

although most limit themselves to 

50 because that allows more 

flexible use of some rural roads 

as well as the state highways.  

The HPMVs can be longer, but 

no higher or wider. The heavier 

load is made possible by adding 

more wheels and axles and  

 

 

fiddling with the distances between axles and the 

length of the vehicle.  

Derrick's 23-metre monster, owned by Farmers 

Bulk Transport, is pulled by the power of more 

than 500 horses and puts 32 tyres on the road. 

The new rule has since been refined, after tests 

were done on lesser roads to see whether the 

bigger loads would damage the pavement. It 

seems they won't, although longer term reviews 

are planned to be sure. 
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One of the biggest obstacles to HPMV use is older 

bridges, so there has been a programme of bridge 

strengthening going on all round the country. A 

look under Waiwhakaiho Bridge (above) shows 

what's involved.  

The irony is, Derrick can take his HPMV with a 

50-tonne load of fertiliser, aggregate or palm 

kernel, the full length of SH3 without the need for 

any of the improvements being sought. 

Derrick is among those local drivers who are 

experienced on SH3, know its limitations, its 

danger points.  

He has as wary a view of the route as anyone else 

who uses it regularly, although one suspects it's 

more about the behaviour of other (car) drivers 

than the capabilities and dimensions of his 

massive charge.  

Various studies show HPMVs are having a big 

impact on freight transport, 92% of which is by 

road. One says that more than $100 million a year 

will be saved in kilometres travelled.  

That kind of saving - and the point that HPMVs 

will mean fewer trucks on the roads - is confirmed 

by New Plymouth's Tom Cloke, a Taranaki 

Regional Council member, who also heads the 

Road Transport Association for Taranaki, King 

Country and Whanganui south to Foxton. 

Cloke says one Taranaki firm has bought four 

HPMVs and expects to save 2500km a year.   

With fewer trucks needed, owners and operators 

are hoping this fundamental change will also ease 

a shortage of drivers. 

Derrick's employer has just one of the half-

million dollar vehicles, but there's another on 

order. 

 

hose who have been working on getting the 

best deal for Taranaki's roads over the last 

couple of decades could be forgiven if they 

succumbed to despair. But they don't. 

Mostly because they've had a fair measure of 

success.  

SH3 north does actually get better every year. 

Money is being spent on improving it (as well as 

about $3 million a year just to keep it running), 

although the pace of change seems glacial. 

As the SH3 Working Party's August 2014 

publication noted, there are relatively new 

passing lanes south of Piopio, north of the 

Awakino Tunnel, near Colin Mead's house, and 

on the Mangaotaki Hill just north of Mahoenui.  

The convoluted stretch north of Awakino has 

been sorted out (2009).  

Earlier there was work on widening the two 

tunnels, the Mokau bridge was replaced, as was 

the one on the Awakino River, the stretch north of 

Mokau was improved, sightlines south of Piopio 

were cleared, and work done to improve a hazard 

called Truckies' Corner in the Awakino Gorge. 

This year - following the death of a New 

Plymouth woman struck by a falling boulder at 

Body's Hill - about $2.5 million is being spent on 

strengthening an unstable cliff-face of mudstone 

and limestone rock. 

And remember, SH3 north has been undergoing 

major improvements at its southern end, the 

northern approaches to New Plymouth. 

Current work to unbottle the neck at the 

Waiwhakaiho and Te Henui bridges and create a 

four-lane highway from Eliot St to Bell Block is 

costing $16 million, most of it from the same 

regional funding pot.  

Like changes to SH3 north, the New Plymouth 

northern outlet has been a very long-term work in 

progress - 50 years, in fact. The first glossy plans 

for it were released in late 1965, at the first New  
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Plymouth City Council meeting I ever attended as 

a reporter for the Taranaki Herald. 

It was grand. It showed a four-lane highway 

starting at the end of Molesworth St and 

following the railway corridor through Strandon 

and out over the current route at Waiwhakaiho to 

Bell Block. For reasons long forgotten, we ended 

up with the eccentric Northgate start instead.  

The current improvements are designed to ease a 

traffic jam at Waiwhakaiho Bridge that's so bad 

even John Key commented on it when he visited 

during the election campaign. 

There are doubts over whether the work goes far 

enough. While the right turn from the end of 

Devon St East back towards town will go, there 

will still be a lane of traffic turning across the 

four-lane flow to get into Fitzroy (above).  

The NZ Transport Agency says there is a large 

number of righthand turning movements into 

Devon St East "and the removal of this turn would 

put additional pressure on the busy Mangorei 

Road intersection.  

"Furthermore, it is important that where possible, 

we continue to keep the community and 

businesses well connected. We would note that 

there are a number of businesses in Devon St 

East that would potentially suffer from lost 

trade if we removed both the left out and right 

turn in." 

So that constant queue at the lights when you're 

heading out of town is still going to be around 

at busy times of the day.  

Oddly, the new four-lane carriageway will still 

have only three lanes at Northgate (below),  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

even though everyone ever consulted said four 

were essential. 

The reason, according to the NZ Transport 

Agency, is there isn't enough room for four lanes. 

And the roadside properties between Hobson and 

Watson Sts are privately owned. Which 

presumably means there isn't enough money in 

the pot to buy them. 

There are not many properties involved - a few 

former homes either side, now almost all 

occupied by businesses (below).  

Asked about its decision, the NZ Transport 

Agency said it was mindful that acquiring homes 

could have a very disruptive and often distressing 

impact on residents, and it preferred to only to do 

that if absolutely necessary.  

"In addition, an additional lane in this area would 

affect more than the four properties suggested. It 

would also affect the rear of a number of 

properties currently accessing off Courtenay 

Street – perhaps as many as a further four 

properties.  

"Ultimately, by keeping the corridor to within the 

existing designation, we are able to get the job  

 

 

 



done without needing to acquire property from 

local residents. Traffic modelling has shown that 

that this will not have an impact on the efficiency 

of the corridor." 

Turning three into four is not impossible in a 

project like this, if there is enough political will.  

One of the first plans showed only three lanes 

under the Paynters Ave overbridge, as well, but 

feedback to NZTA was enough to spring another 

few hundred thousand to buy a smidgeon of land 

off the railway nearby. Three became four. 

Is it all going to be enough? Not according to 

some who use that route a lot.  

No names, no pack drill here, but these are 

tradespeople who want the entire route to Waitara 

to have left-hand turn entry only; no crossing over 

the traffic flow - which is dangerous and causes 

delays - except where you have an overhead 

bridge, a roundabout or, if we must, traffic lights. 

And they say let's restrict the crossovers to a 

minimum: at Mangorei Rd, Smart Rd, Bell Block, 

and one at the airport/Bell Block industrial zone. 

What about getting into Devon St East? Well, if 

someone had really been thinking ahead, Devon 

St could have added further to its claim of being 

one of the world's longest straight main streets by 

continuing down Clemow Rd to a new bridge 

over the Waiwhakaiho. 

That ship has obviously sailed, so if the righthand 

turn into Devon St East is ever to go, the 

Mangorei Rd intersection would need a rethink. 

One plan called for a tunnel under it. Another was 

to build a large roundabout. Despite what NZTA 

say, there is room for a roundabout there, if they 

bought three or four properties on the corners.  

Further out towards Bell Block, the closure of 

intersections from Vickers Rd to Waitara would 

require a major rethink about the tangle of roads 

that run parallel to the highway on its southern 

side. 

They would need to be joined up from Smart Rd 

to De Havilland Drive, with overhead bridge 

access to the highway at De Havilland Drive and 

Bell Block (existing). The Smart Rd end would 

need major reassessment. 

Smart Rd already faces extra pressure, since it 

seems possible Glen Avon will lose its Queens Rd 

access to SH3, with all traffic routed through to 

Smart. More pressure on the Smart Rd lights. 

NZTA says it is about to investigate this corridor. 

So some time in the future there may be a chance 

to lose the stop-start nature of the speed limits, 

which from Smart Rd north go 70kmh, 80kmh, 

100kmh, 80kmh, 100kmph, 80kmh, and finally 

100kmh beyond the crash-vulnerable Princess 

St/SH3 intersection at the north end of Waitara 

(one of the country's 20 worst). 

 

hat then could we expect with a sudden 

cash injection of $25 million for SH3 

north? 

Nobody connected to the Government will say. 

From Jonathan Young down, the agreed mantra 

seems to be: "We can't tell you anything - it's 

under investigation." 

But why?  

And why will it take two years and cost several 

hundred thousand dollars more (six projects share 

$5 million for "investigation"). 

A good indication of Taranaki frustration with 

these endless processes is shown in the minutes of 

the Taranaki Regional Transport Committee from 

its meeting on June 6, 2013, when it was told by 

NZTA that the agency was undertaking a project 

examining the case for investment improvements 

on the SH3 corridor, 

In what is probably a model of under-statement, 

the minutes say "concern was expressed by the 

Committee on whether this latest NZTA project 

could provide any added value to what has 

already been investigated and the continuation of 

reports and study of SH3 negates progressing any 

real upgrade or maintenance of the route." 

Quite. 

The Taranaki committee already has a clear idea 

how the money could be spent.  

Its chairman for the last six years, Roger 

Maxwell, has just produced a map listing 44 

possibilities between Urenui and Te Kuiti. 
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These are various options that he and his 

colleagues estimate would cost about $45 

million. Big ticket items would account 

for about $38 million and include: 

 Seven Mt Messenger improvements 

costing $4.6 million, including $3.5 

million for taking out some very tight 

curves on the southern side (right). 

 Building a $9 million, 600-metre 

deviation south of the Mangamaio 

bridge to take out the tight corner at 

the end of the straights north of Mimi 

School (right). 

 Spending $7.4 million to fix the tight 

corners south of the Kuriwera bridge 

(the small stream in the middle of the 

Awakino Gorge). 

 Easing the corners in the stretch of 

road leading south to the passing lane 

(north of the Awakino Tunnel), a 

project that would include putting in 

a passing lane. It would cost about $5 

million (right). 

 Realigning the twisting piece of road 

near Bexley Station, south of the 

Awakino Tunnel, including putting 

in twin bridges. That would cost 

about $9 million (right). 

 A passing lane ($800,000) on the 

Ladies Mile straight north of the new 

twin bridges over the Awakino River 

(just north of the petrol station and 

before you enter the Awakino 

Gorge). Building the bridges 

shortened what was a long straight 

for passing. 

 Building passing lanes at 

Mohakatino on the coast south of 

Mokau, at a cost of $500,000. 

 Putting in a southbound passing lane 

on the Okoki Straight just north of 

Urenui ($500,000).  

 Improving the sight lines at the 

corner on Mokau Heads ($400,000) 

(right). 
 



 Installing a passing lane on the straight 

north of Mimi School, a project costing 

$700,000. 

 Easing the curve at the southern end of 

the Awakino Tunnel area passing lane 

($350,000). 

The other 27 projects - improving corners, 

fixing bridge approaches, improving 

pavement strength, earthworks, retaining 

walls, putting in slow-traffic passing bays, 

and smoothing bumps - would each cost less 

than $300,000 (that also applies to five of the 

seven on Mt Messenger), which means NZ 

transport Agency will treat them as minor 

improvements or maintenance. 

The problem with that is, whatever is left in 

the annual $3 million kitty for such work on 

SH3 north must be spent before the end of the 

current financial year or the money will be 

lost.  

New rules applying from 2015 mean that 

some maintenance work on lesser state 

highways (like SH43 to Whangamomona and 

Surf Highway around the coast) will be 

deferred for a year and may not be done at all 

until renewal is required. 

Some of that minor work - and some of the large 

items listed above - will have to be funded from 

whatever regional funding scraps the Taranaki 

Regional Land Transport Committee can acquire 

through the new application system. 

One of Roger Maxwell's concerns is that the one-

off big spend may weaken the province's chances 

of getting money from the future regional funding 

scheme.  

There is also a possibility that NZTA will come 

up with its own ideas on how the $20-$25 million 

should be spent.  

It has already had to be reminded that the money 

is for projects between Waitara and Te Kuiti, so 

far as the SH3 Working Party is concerned, after 

the agency indicated a narrower focus on the road 

from tunnel to tunnel. 

And there is a small matter of the one-way 

Awakino Tunnel. Maxwell's list doesn't mention 

it, but NZTA might decide otherwise.  

He says daylighting the tunnel will be very 

expensive, given the difficulties faced when it 

was widened (the cost blew out to about $5 

million).  

He believes any issues with the tunnel have eased 

now that wide loads are mostly going out through 

the port. The money would be better spent 

elsewhere on the road, he believes. 

A process has been outlined for deciding. NZTA 

was scheduled to hold two workshops with 

stakeholders at the end of November, with an 

"options" session to follow in early December. 

NZTA staff handling the matter must report their 

recommendations to Transport Minister Simon 

Bridges by June next year. 

 

s there another way? Stuart Trundle thinks so. 

The Venture Taranaki chief executive says 

getting more money for SH3 is cause for 

celebration, of course, but at the end of the day 

it's "just a bit of tarmac". 

I 



The vision he has for the province's transport 

focuses on convincing the Government about 

Taranaki's crucial role in the national economy, in 

"NZ Inc". 

He points out that nearly two thirds of the 

country's food is produced in the central region 

between Taranaki/Whanganui/Manawatu and  

East Coast/Hawkes Bay, that the country's 

hydrocarbons industry is firmly centred here, and 

- most crucial of all - New Plymouth has the only 

deep-water port on the west coast.  

And it's the closest to our biggest market, 

Australia. 

"The word 'land' isn't in the title of the New 

Zealand Transport Agency,' so everyone needs to 

remember that there are more options available 

than shifting freight by road and rail." 

He backs a plan produced by Port Taranaki and 

put to the Government in 2010 that would connect 

the port here with those at Onehunga in Auckland, 

Nelson in the South Island, and the east coast of 

Australia. 

Called the Bluewater Highway, it was a stunning 

initiative that would have eased freight 

congestion in Auckland and Wellington/Picton 

and funnelled exports north and south and west. 

However, it needed Government investment, and 

so far that has been denied. The plan's only hope 

seems to be private investors, but none has 

surfaced so far. 

Trundle is far from defeated in his 

determination to pitch Taranaki as a big 

player in the economy, one whose roads 

deserve recognition on criteria other 

than population density and traffic 

congestion. 

Looking at the Bluewater Highway 

plan, it seems there is a major role for 

land transport connections to central 

regions to the east, so SH3 would still 

need improvement. 

What exactly is the role of rail in all 

these plans? It doesn't appear to have 

one.  

The line from Stratford to Okahukura 

and the main trunk was ploughed up by a 

derailment several years ago and appears to be 

permanently mothballed because of the millions 

needed to repair it. 

Fonterra uses rail to get its product from 

Whareroa south of Hawera down to Marton to 

connect with the main trunk line for shipping to 

east coast ports. 

Now that the last container shipping line has 

withdrawn from Port Taranaki, even the future of 

the line from the port to the Smart Rd shunting 

yards and south to Hawera has a question mark 

hanging above it.  

Soon there may be no railway in most of 

Taranaki. 

 

he term "pork barrel politics" comes 

from the US political landscape. It 

originated around the time of the 

American Civil War in the 1860s, and 

refers to politicians using national 

taxpayer funds to build local projects - like roads 

- to ensure re-election. 

It was used by opposition parties here when John 

Key announced his tranche of road spending at 

the National Party conference in late June. It's 

called the "Accelerated Regional Roading 

Package".  

The money isn't coming from the usual user-pays 
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pot, but from the Government’s Future 

Investment Fund, which is available for capital 

expenditure such as state highways.  

It actually originated from the Government's 

state-owned asset sales of power companies and 

Air NZ. 

In early August, the New Zealand Herald's Adam 

Bennett reported that documents released by 

then-Transport Minister Gerry Brownlee's office 

showed most of the projects had a benefit-to-cost 

ratio of less than four, with five (including SH3 

north) in the range of 0 to 2. 

Labour transport spokesman Phil Twyford said 

the Government had starved regional New 

Zealand of funding for roading projects over the 

last six years unless they were deemed as "roads 

of national significance". 

"This $212 million package of projects is 

basically an election year lolly scramble and I 

would say that it's cynical in the extreme." 

Minister Brownlee said the Government believed 

the roads were worth doing despite the fact they 

had been "basically on the never-never" in terms 

of the NZTA's programme. 

"They're roads communities have identified 

through their MPs and through their  
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correspondence with the Government, and yes 

they don't fit inside the big plan and that's why 

we've funded them separately, so if people want 

them, we're there to deliver them. If they don't 

want them, vote Labour." 

It made for a good headline during the election 

campaign.  

But given the huge majorities enjoyed by 

Taranaki's two National MPs - Jonathan Young in 

New Plymouth and Barbara Kuriger (who took 

over Taranaki-King Country from retiring MP 

Shane Ardern) - it would hardly have swung the 

electoral races here.  

What's more worthy of attention is the wording in 

the Ministry of Transport's website description of 

what will happen with SH3 north.  

In a sentence referring to the six "B-list" projects 

(including SH3 north) comes this:  

"The government has approved $5 million to 

finish the investigation stages of these projects, 

and has committed to funding the projects from 

the Future Investment Fund if the investigation 

confirms the expenditure is justified." 

So there's an "if". Two years is a long time in 

politics. Let's not go counting our new passing 

lanes just yet. 

 

 

 


