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Clearing the Water

Thesavingof Tar anaki 0s
most precious asset

By Jim Tucker
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geologicalprocesses volcanoesshifting plates,encroachingeas,

Was it pre-historythatdeterminedhenatureof T a r a nwaterivayswvhen
rupturingfaultlinesi laid down thelandscape?

Or wasit nearlyathousand/earsago,whenMaori arrived?Or 160yearsback,
whenwhite settlersstartedrelling the bushandplantinggrassfor grazing
animals?or me- andfor the bodyof peopleresponsiblenowadaydor managing
thefunnelweb of waterwayscomingdownoff Mt Taranaki- the startdateis
quiteprecise:1970.

H e r ehy.$rehistoricupheavatertainlylaid the foundationsgspecially
volcanoesvhoseoutpouringssettledthe land with the makingsof arich earth.
Theunique shapeandsizeof the mountainengendered symmetricaking plain
andwet climatethatbetweerthemhavecreatedchearlyenoughstreamdor every
dayof theyear.

Maori appeato havehadlittle impacton thewaterwaysalthoughby huntingout
themoatheyremoveda sourceof wildlife pollutionthatwould haveputtodays
Te Henuirivermouthducksinto aminor, althoughstill troublesomeleague.

Colonialfarmersbegana procesf landusechangehattook a centuryto have
majorimpact,but the despolied streamsf the 1950s,60sand70sweretheleast
of peoplés worries,unlessheyhappenedo be anglingfor trout.

S01970it is. Thatyear,the provincds local councilsrelentedundercentral
governmenpressurdo setup anewbureaucracyo managdanderosion flood
protection- and,almostasanafterthought,useof theregiorts water.

It wasr@ very muchof a bureaucracyjust half afiling cabinetandadayof
someonéstime atthefirst temporarybase StratfordCountyCouncil.

But farmerpoliticianswho ranthe provinces rural countiesknewa potential
problemwhentheysawone,sonominatedheir mostexperienced¢dampaignerso
thefirst TaranakiCatchmenCommission



How thatplayedout, atfirst with the commissiorand
thenits succasor,todayds TaranakiregionalCouncil
- whichiswaybigger,moreinfluentialandfinancially
successfulthan any of the originals could have
envisioned- is told in the first two chapterswhich

aim to give context to the current state of the
waterways.

My own story within this story beganthe sameyear
onaroutinedayatthe TaranakiHerald newspapem
New Plymouth,wherel workedaschief reporter,as
well asreportingthecity council,thepoliceroundand
the campaign®f Taranakis rugbyteam.

That day, a coupleof surfboardriderscameinto the
office complaining of unhealedsoreswhich they
blamed on the state of the seawateraround New
Plymouth. Their claims were vague and
unsubstantiatedyut set me thinking aboutthe off-
hand way county coundllors dismissed council
officersd reports about dairy factory and farm
pollution.

Whenl recalledthat an unclewasa prominentdairy
farmer, a director of one of the offending dairy

companiesandacountycouncillor, thetermn conf |l

ofi nt efmallysmade
sense.

At thattime, thebig US
newsmagazinesTimeand |
Newsweekywerestartingto
putenvironmentatories | -
ontheircovers.

'I'H! RAVAGED

Theyreportedheactivities
of thefirst activists,
includingonecalling
himselfi T Fe xHewas
throwingbuckes of
effluentoverthe desksof
companychief executives

ENVIRONMENT

andstuffing haybalesup the endsof polluting pipes.
Thatcaughttheimagination.

Investigativereporting has always beenunusualin
New Zealandbecausdt takesalongtime andmost
newsroomscand afford to have reporters
working on one story when many are
requiredeachdaytofill thenewspages.

 Somy investigationwasa parttime
exercisedonemostlyafterwork andat
weekendswhenl venturedout with a

- camerao find the causeof our technicolour
streams.

—. | gotvaluablehelpfrom two Taranaki
-~ AcclimatisationSocietystalwarts Dave
~ Dannefaerd(left) andTom Watt,
—  experiencedinglerswho hadbeen

—~ complainingaboutfactoryandcowshed
pollution for years.

Othershelped,aswell, includingsomeoneavhose
namel haveforgotten,anearlyenvironmentalist
whotook mearoundthe provincein searchof the
worstcases.

| learnedrom him whatenvironmentalismvasabout,
a simple lessondeliveredone day as we spedup a
countryroadtowardsthe mourtain.

He hit the brakesof his Land Rover suddenlyand
turnedtodemandfi Wh didtyoujustd o Pabthrown
a chewinggum wrapperout the window. He waited
while | walkedbackto pick it up.| gotthemessage.

Theprojecttook nearlyayearandresultedn aseries
of 11 articlesthat ran in the paperin early 1972,
earning a vote of thanks from the catchment
commission(which wenton to examineeverycasel
wrote about), a gong from the New Zealand
ConservatiorSociety,anda Balm Award for feature
ertlngtln thatyeaiGs nationaljournalismprizes.

Did it doanygood?

|

| The fact the catchment commission later
followed up the casessuggestst helped,and
' when the dairy industry threatenedegal action
againstTaranakiHerald editor RashAvery, we
4 got a strong impressionthe series had stung
whereit neededo.

Avery rebuffedthe threats,inviting the industry
to justify its position, which it tried to do, thus
addinganextraarticleto the series.

This booki which looks at whats beendoneto
cleanup therivers by the catchmentommission
| andlatterlytheregionalcounciloverthelastfour



decades is dedicatedto RashAvery, who setan
inspiringexample.

Whathavel found?

The concludingchapterprovidesan answer put like
any executivesummaryits cogencyis dependenbn
detailin the otherchapters.

Sufficeto saythateventhoughpotentialtthreatgo the
waterenvironmentcontinueto intensify asdairying
and oil explorationburgeon the kind of pollution |

recordedin 1972 (comingout of the ends of pipes)
hasgreatlydiminished,andtodays regulatordacea
moredifficult challenge.

Theenemynow s largelyinvisible. It is bacteriaand
nutrient runoff from dairy farming - but also,
paradoxically bacteriafrom birdlife - thatstill blight
thewaterwayson occasion.

Commendabl@rogressas
beenmadeto remedysuch
problemsandtodays streams
aremuchhealthierthanthey
were,certainlysafeenoughfor
fishing andswimmingfor much
of thetime (with afew
exceptionghatareexplained).

Apparently theyarestill not
goodenoughfor environmental
watchdogshut waterquality
generallycontinuego improve
steadilyeachyear,asTRC
schemesuchasits lauded
riparianfencingandplanting
strategy(right) spread

acros farmlandasa counterto nutrientsrunningoff
theland.

And pressurggoeson a dwindling numberof farms
still dischargingtreatmentpond wasteto switch to
land disposalor even more sophisticatedneansof
recycling.

As TRC chairDavid MacLeodsaysin thefinal
chapterhis organisatioroperatesn a differentera
thesedays,onein which newgenerations
appreciatehevalueof theenvironmentand
expectthosethreateningt to mendtheir
ways.

As the principalbodyresponsibldor water
quality,the TRC andits predecessor
dominatethefirst two chaptersThesegive
contextto the campaigrto improvewater
quality.

Thefirst recountghehistoryof the Taranaki
CatchmenCommissionwhile the second
examineghe currentworkingsof the
TaranakiRegioral Council,includingits
extensiveresourceconsenandmonitoring
systemsandtheriparianprogramme.




Chapter three tellsthestoryoftheHa n g Ut U h thatdid little morethandischargagaw sewagento

(above), betterknownasthe Stony River, theonly thesea.David Leanbecamemnayorin the courseof
onein the countryprotectedoy alocal conservation  this extraordinarybattle,which waswon by those
order.How thatcameabout,theriverds rich Maori not preparedo accepthe seacanhandleany

andPakehaistoriesandtheH a n g Uds uhiisuan ~ @amountof mankinds wastes.
role aschief supplierof sandfor thebeache$rom ;
Okatoto New Plymouthmakefor anintriguing case
study.

- Chapter six tracesa differentcampaignpneto
- preventtheambitiousThink Big energyprojectsof
- 70sPrimeMinister RobMuldooni like Motunui
(above - overwhelmingthe provinces capacityto
preservats waterenvironmenin North Taranaki,its
coastareefsandthe biggestriver, the Waitara.lts
twin themesarethefirst significantbattleto
. recogniseMaori culturalvalueswith regardgo

“=% water,andthe catchmentommissiols needto
expandts capabilities Theresultswerethefirst
majorfinding by the WaitangiTribunal,andthe

Chapter four looksatamuchtroubledwaterway,  foundingof whatbecameknown colloquially asthe
theWaingongoro (above), whichbeginsasatypical #f uni vefS8t i & yfordo.

Ring PlainstreamandmeandersicrossSouth
Taranakito OhaweBeachnearHawera.The
Waingongords valuedasatrout-fishingriver, but
overmorethana centurysuffereddespoliatiorfrom
meatworks, dairy factories dairy farms,theunder
performingElthamsewagédreatmenplant,andeven
adambuilt to generatgowerfor anaerialcabkeway
onceproposedsthe bestwayto collectmilk from
thefarms.

Chapter sevenexaminesadifferentkind of river
from thosespilling downthe mountairds Ring Plain,
the Waitara (above, whosemaincatchmenbegins
in the sedimentshedling soft rock of Taranakds
inland hill country.Like the Waingongorojt was
onceabusedo suchanextentthatits naturally

" g brownwaterswerethick with the congealed
TR SRS = outpouringof the meatworks, wool scouring dairy
Chapter five is moreaboutpolitics thanwater.It farmingandprocessingandWaitara townshigs
traceghe sagaof New Plymouthds sewerage septictanks.Today,ité safemostdays(outside
treatment system(abové, which neededexpansion  flood times)to go swimmingoff thetown wharf,
by the 1970sandwasgoingto bereplacedby one althoughthatis a contentiousssue.






