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as it pre-history that determined the nature of Taranakiôs waterways, when 

geological processes ï volcanoes, shifting plates, encroaching seas, 

rupturing faultlines ï laid down the landscape?  

Or was it nearly a thousand years ago, when Maori arrived? Or 160 years back, 

when white settlers started felling the bush and planting grass for grazing 

animals? For me - and for the body of people responsible nowadays for managing 

the funnel-web of waterways coming down off Mt Taranaki - the start date is 

quite precise: 1970. 

Hereôs why. Prehistoric upheaval certainly laid the foundations, especially 

volcanoes whose outpourings settled the land with the makings of a rich earth. 

The unique shape and size of the mountain engendered a symmetrical ring plain 

and wet climate that between them have created nearly enough streams for every 

day of the year.  

Maori appear to have had little impact on the waterways, although by hunting out 

the moa they removed a source of wildlife  pollution that would have put todayôs 

Te Henui rivermouth ducks into a minor, although still troublesome, league.  

Colonial farmers began a process of land use change that took a century to have 

major impact, but the despoiled streams of the 1950s, 60s and 70s were the least 

of peopleôs worries, unless they happened to be angling for trout. 

So 1970 it is. That year, the provinceôs local councils relented under central 

government pressure to set up a new bureaucracy to manage land erosion, flood 

protection - and, almost as an after-thought, use of the regionôs water.  

It wasnôt very much of a bureaucracy, just half a filing cabinet and a day of 

someoneôs time at the first temporary base, Stratford County Council.  

But farmer politicians who ran the provinceôs rural counties knew a potential 

problem when they saw one, so nominated their most experienced campaigners to 

the first Taranaki Catchment Commission.  

W 

INTRODUCTION  
 

This is a long, long story. 

The exact length is debatable, because not only is it  as yet 

without  an end, there is also room for  dispute over when it  

begané 
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How that played out, at first with the commission and 

then its successor, todayôs Taranaki regional Council 

- which is way bigger, more influential and financially 

successful than any of the originals could have 

envisioned - is told in the first two chapters, which 

aim to give context to the current state of the 

waterways. 

My own story within this story began the same year 

on a routine day at the Taranaki Herald newspaper in 

New Plymouth, where I worked as chief reporter, as 

well as reporting the city council, the police round and 

the campaigns of Taranakiôs rugby team.  

That day, a couple of surfboard riders came into the 
office complaining of unhealed sores which they 
blamed on the state of the seawater around New 

Plymouth. Their claims were vague and 
unsubstantiated, but set me thinking about the off-
hand way county councillors dismissed council 
officersô reports about dairy factory and farm 
pollution.  

When I recalled that an uncle was a prominent dairy 

farmer, a director of one of the offending dairy 

companies, and a county councillor, the term ñconflict  

of interestò finally made 

sense.  

At that time, the big US 
news magazines, Time and 
Newsweek, were starting to 
put environmental stories 
on their covers.  

They reported the activities 
of the first activists, 
including one calling 
himself ñThe Foxò. He was 
throwing buckets of 
effluent over the desks of 
company chief executives 

and stuffing hay bales up the ends of polluting pipes.  

That caught the imagination. 

Investigative reporting has always been unusual in 

New Zealand because it takes a long time and most  
newsrooms canôt afford to have reporters 
working on one story when many are 
required each day to fill  the news pages.  

So my investigation was a part-time 
exercise, done mostly after work and at 
weekends, when I ventured out with a 
camera to find the cause of our technicolour 
streams. 

I got valuable help from two Taranaki 
Acclimatisation Society stalwarts, Dave 
Dannefaerd (left) and Tom Watt, 
experienced anglers who had been 
complaining about factory and cowshed 
pollution for years.  

Others helped, as well, including someone whose 

name I have forgotten, an early environmentalist 

who took me around the province in search of the 

worst cases. 

I learned from him what environmentalism was about, 
a simple lesson delivered one day as we sped up a 
country road towards the mountain.  

He hit the brakes of his Land Rover suddenly and 
turned to demand: ñWhat did you just do?ò Iôd thrown 
a chewing gum wrapper out the window. He waited 
while I walked back to pick it up. I got the message. 

The project took nearly a year and resulted in a series 

of 11 articles that ran in the paper in early 1972, 

earning a vote of thanks from the catchment 

commission (which went on to examine every case I 

wrote about), a gong from the New Zealand 

Conservation Society, and a Balm Award for feature 

writing in that yearôs national journalism prizes.  

Did it do any good?  

The fact the catchment commission later 
followed up the cases suggests it helped, and 
when the dairy industry threatened legal action 
against Taranaki Herald editor Rash Avery, we 
got a strong impression the series had stung 
where it needed to.  

Avery rebuffed the threats, inviting the industry 

to justify its position, which it tried to do, thus 

adding an extra article to the series.  

This book ï which looks at whatôs been done to 
clean up the rivers by the catchment commission 
and latterly the regional council over the last four 
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decades ï is dedicated to Rash Avery, who set an 
inspiring example. 

What have I found?  

The concluding chapter provides an answer, but like 
any executive summary its cogency is dependent on 
detail in the other chapters.  

Suffice to say that even though potential threats to the 
water environment continue to intensify as dairying 
and oil exploration burgeon, the kind of pollution I 
recorded in 1972 (coming out of the ends of pipes) 
has greatly diminished, and todayôs regulators face a 
more difficult  challenge.  

The enemy now is largely invisible. It is bacteria and 
nutrient runoff from dairy farming - but also, 
paradoxically, bacteria from birdlife - that still blight 
the waterways on occasion.  

Commendable progress has 
been made to remedy such 
problems and todayôs streams 
are much healthier than they 
were, certainly safe enough for 
fishing and swimming for much 
of the time (with a few 
exceptions that are explained).  

Apparently, they are still not 
good enough for environmental 
watchdogs, but water quality 
generally continues to improve 
steadily each year, as TRC 
schemes such as its lauded 
riparian fencing and planting 
strategy (right ) spread  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

across farmland as a counter to nutrients running off 

the land. 

And pressure goes on a dwindling number of farms 

still discharging treatment pond waste to switch to 

land disposal or even more sophisticated means of 

recycling.  

As TRC chair David MacLeod says in the final 
chapter, his organisation operates in a different era 

these days, one in which new generations 
appreciate the value of the environment and 

expect those threatening it to mend their 
ways. 

As the principal body responsible for water 
quality, the TRC and its predecessor 
dominate the first two chapters. These give 
context to the campaign to improve water 

quality.  

The first  recounts the history of the Taranaki 
Catchment Commission, while the second 
examines the current workings of the 
Taranaki Regional Council, including its 
extensive resource consent and monitoring 

systems, and the riparian programme.  
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Chapter three tells the story of the HangǕtǕhua 

(above), better known as the Stony River, the only 

one in the country protected by a local conservation 

order. How that came about, the riverôs rich Maori 

and Pakeha histories, and the HangǕtǕhuaôs unusual 

role as chief supplier of sand for the beaches from 

Okato to New Plymouth make for an intriguing case 

study. 

 

Chapter four  looks at a much-troubled waterway, 

the Waingongoro (above), which begins as a typical 

Ring Plain stream and meanders across South 

Taranaki to Ohawe Beach near Hawera. The 

Waingongoro is valued as a trout-fishing river, but 

over more than a century suffered despoliation from 

meat works, dairy factories, dairy farms, the under-

performing Eltham sewage treatment plant, and even 

a dam built to generate power for an aerial cableway 

once proposed as the best way to collect milk from 

the farms.  

Chapter five is more about politics than water. It 

traces the saga of New Plymouthôs sewerage 

treatment system (above), which needed expansion 
by the 1970s and was going to be replaced by one  

that did little more than discharge raw sewage into 
the sea. David Lean became mayor in the course of 
this extraordinary battle, which was won by those 

not prepared to accept the sea can handle any 
amount of mankindôs wastes. 

Chapter six traces a different campaign, one to 
prevent the ambitious Think Big energy projects of 
70s Prime Minister Rob Muldoon ï like Motunui  

(above) - overwhelming the provinceôs capacity to 
preserve its water environment in North Taranaki, its 
coastal reefs and the biggest river, the Waitara. Its 
twin themes are the first significant battle to 
recognise Maori cultural values with regards to 
water, and the catchment commissionôs need to 

expand its capabilities. The results were the first 
major finding by the Waitangi Tribunal, and the 
founding of what became known colloquially as the 
ñUniversity of Stratfordò.  

Chapter seven examines a different kind of river 

from those spilling down the mountainôs Ring Plain, 
the Waitara  (above), whose main catchment begins 
in the sediment-shedding soft rock of Taranakiôs 
inland hill  country. Like the Waingongoro, it was 
once abused to such an extent that its naturally 
brown waters were thick with the congealed 
outpourings of the meat works, wool scouring, dairy 
farming and processing, and Waitara townshipôs 
septic tanks. Today, itôs safe most days (outside 
flood times) to go swimming off the town wharf, 
although that is a contentious issue. 




