BUNKERED
THIS…
…TO THIS?

New Plymouth has got close to selling off half
of one of its most beautiful seaside reserves.
The fact the large Fitzroy green space is occupied by the city’s only
municipal golf course is almost irrelevant - there’s a much bigger reason
why this pivotal move by New Plymouth District Council has generated
wide debate, disapproval and the threat of legal action.

The above photo has
been altered to show
what housing might
look like on half of
Fitzroy Golf Course.

The sale was formally proposed just prior to Christmas in the council’s
long-term plan for the next decade.
A large share of any profit from opening up the reserve for housing is destined to
part-pay for a $30-plus million revamp of the racecourse sports facility, and fund
a new council land development arm.
Details were still sketchy when the plan went out to public consultation last
month. But we had no trouble finding out why many New Plymouth opinionmakers oppose the idea of selling off some of the district’s best reserve land.
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aisy Lean is very angry. So enraged in
fact, that on the eve of a recent operation
to remove the lower part of his left leg, he
was sending out emails about the selloff of
Fitzroy Golf Course pretty much until the
anaesthetist’s needle went into his arm.
Lean lives at the other end of the city from the
course, doesn’t play golf, and now, half a leg
short, is never likely to.
But none of those things are relevant to his
passionate belief the district council is making a
grave error by selling off reserve land for what
he sees as short-term gain.
The man who still commands many more votes
than anyone else in any local body election he
cares to contest says Neil Holdom - who now
wears the mayoral chains Lean held for four
terms (1980-1992) – is going down the wrong
trail if he thinks he can cash in on the grassy,
rolling slopes above Fitzroy Beach and
Waiwhakaiho River.
It’s where the sons and daughters of the city’s
working-class families have spent 83 years
building and nurturing a public playground
where any visitor can play a round of golf for 20
bucks, any member of the public walk their dog,
any citizen go running to keep fit...or marvel at
the park-like landscape.
Lean says the main point is that any attempt to
sell such a valued piece of reserve runs counter
to every strategic statement in the council’s
formidable arsenal of public policy.

David Lean recovers in hospital after an operation to
remove part of his left leg after a long battle against
vascular disease.

It clashes with decades of promotion that has long boostered New Plymouth as the
country’s garden city, a place some people visit specifically to see green, planted,
flower- and bush-bedecked scenery, assets that have been planted and fussed over
since the area was settled, first by Māori, then by English pioneer families back in
the first half of the 19th century.
The council’s Open Spaces and Reserve Land Strategy, another on coastal reserve
land and one covering open spaces for sports, have numerous references to the
importance of preserving green space. These occupy the number one place in various
lists of aspirations to which councillors most recently committed us in 2015. They
are also in the draft 2018-2028 draft long-term plan.
Lean says the mayor - and those councillors Holdom has been able convince this is a
good idea – is running roughshod over the aspirations of generations of citizens. He’s
concerned about the lack of detail about what is proposed. “So far as I know, there is
no plan, no land surveys, no detailed maps showing new boundaries, no accurate
indication of how much land the golf course must give up.
“For example, in these days of health and safety regulation, it’s likely the course will
lose much more than a new boundary line would indicate. A lot of extra land, still
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Protesters march down Liardet St from New Plymouth’s premier reserve, Pukekura Park, to the
district council chambers to attend a meeting on March 26, where most councillors voted to consult
the public on selling off half of Fitzroy Golf Course.

technically devoted to the course, would be useless to the golf club because of the
need to ensure golf balls don’t hit anybody living in the new houses.”
He is also bemused by the council’s apparent determination to ignore a strategy
included in its own sports open spaces policy, an idea called “sportsville”, which
encourages sports clubs leasing council reserves to share facilities with other clubs.
“Fitzroy Golf Club wants to do that,” he says. “It has talked informally to other sports
organisations in the area about using golf course land along the Puni St boundary. The
club wants to replace a couple of holes there with new ones on land currently leased
by the club but used for grazing.”
Such a move would counter accusations the golf club is selfishly occupying reserve
land for its own sole purposes.
“I want to remind people that this is not a debate between the people in one particular
suburb and the district council,” says Lean. “Overall, this is about a principle, one that
affects every ratepayer and resident. Do we ignore a well-established policy that has
succeeded in making the district unique, or do we sell a chunk of the family jewels
because it will buy some temporary gain.
“Once that land goes, we’ll never get it back. Some of it was given by far-thinking and
generous people, a covenant was put on it under the Reserves Act 1977 to protect it
forever, and I think those donors would be feeling very betrayed if they were still
around today.”
Lean is not alone with his concerns, which he says are the most public he has raised
about council activities since he left the mayoralty 26 years ago.
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The Fitzroy Golf Course reserve land New Plymouth District Council wants for housing.

n overwhelming majority of those who responded to a Live request for
comment is opposed to selling significant tracts of the district’s reserve land.
They include former mayor Peter Tennent, past deputy mayor Lyn Bublitz,
previous councillors Maurice Betts and Lance Girling-Butcher, John Matthews
and a range of city leaders and people who have featured in the magazine over the past
few years.

A

“I commend our council for being prepared to think outside the square in an effort to
minimise the rates burden,” says Peter Tennent. “But I fail to see the rationale for the
sale of part or all of the Fitzroy Golf Course and surrounding reserve in the draft plan.
It makes no sense to me at all.
“I would support the sale of a community asset (including land) if it is neither used nor
appreciated by this community now, and if that position is unlikely to change in the
future. Clearly, that is not the case here.
“This is not the first time the sale of at least some of that land has been suggested. It
was certainly raised (and soundly rejected) during my tenure on council. I am
somewhat surprised the proposition is included in the draft plan.”
Lyn Bublitz says the proposal is not promoting just the sale of a golf course, but of
reserve land - a policy change. The process to achieve such a land sale is long and
could be expensive and subject to appeals. It will ultimately require the approval of the
Minister, which is highly unlikely.
“The reason for the sale is also not fiscally prudent,” he says. “The suggestion to use
the funds of the sale of one appreciating capital asset, the land, to finance another, a
building, which will be subject to depreciation and thus decrease in value, does not
make financial sense.
“Will its ultimate replacement be funded through the further sale of reserve land or
parks in the district, now the precedent has been set? It could be a park close to you.
The true value of this piece of coastal reserve land lies in its continual public
ownership as a reserve and open space for public use for generations to come - and
one day that might not include a golf course.”
John Matthews thinks there are other small pockets of land owned by NPDC that
could be readily sold without anything like the major impact of selling off a large part
of the beautiful Peringa Park Recreational Reserve.
“NPDC income from the Perpetual Investment Fund should always be used for capital
works such as the ‘flagship projects’, instead of selling our heritage. Furthermore, this
fund should not be raided to pay for part of the council’s running costs - as is the
present situation.”
He says the flagship projects have not been properly tested by the council, and by
public debate: “There are also many other worthwhile projects that should also be
considered.”
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The council should first determine the provenance of the land to see if it is entitled to
sell any of it. “I understand that some was gifted to the city by Māori and Pākehā alike
or left to the city in trusts.”
Lance Girling-Butcher: “I am totally opposed to any sell-off any reserve land and
this block in particular. Whatever use it is put to, it should not be built on. It is an
important part of the district’s green belt, and one of the few areas between the city
and the sea where we have such green reserves.
“We need to preserve them for all time and if we start eroding this policy, where will
it end? We cannot claim such areas back once they are built on, and it seems shortterm thinking to sell them off for short-term gain. The stadium is being built with
future demand in mind, so borrowing to extend it will mean tomorrow’s users will be
assisting to pay.
“I applaud David Lean’s stand on this. He was one of those who put their lives and
bodies on the line by driving surf rescue inflatables round New Zealand in a fundraising mission for the stadium and pool all those years ago. They have more right
than anyone to comment about what happens to these important facilities now.”
He says the council should have had the guts to proceed with the stadium expansion
when it was first mooted. “Not only will it now cost more, but we would have
avoided more of the farce that has occurred with netball and the shambles it creates at
Fitzroy. “We would also have more time to think about what to do with the pool at
Kawaroa. These may be facilities for recreation, but they play a massive role in
keeping the community fit, active, entertained and attract visitors.”
Maurice Betts says the sale of surplus council land has always been met with
resistance and objections. “In the past, areas on the fringe of Pukekura Park and on
Windy Point have been suggested as saleable. A very small corner of land on Egmont
Street was sold, which allowed the Waterfront Hotel project to continue.
“The council-owned land at Fitzroy was subdivided in about 1910, but not released for
housing at the time and was subsequently offered to the Fitzroy Golf Club, which
believes it has rights to renew a lease.
“The issue is confused by the lack of certainty that the community understands and
agrees to the transfer of one asset, the land, for a 'preferred' council project (yet to be
determined). Perhaps the land in question (to be sold) should be split between
the vacant land at the Peringa Park end and the golf club lease. The submission
process will no doubt include a discussion on the interests of iwi.”
One of the city’s most experienced architects, Terry Boon (right), says the
proposal raises a simple question - “but it’s not so simple to answer, unless
just ‘no, don’t sell’.” He says if there is any truth in the adage that we should
leave a place in better shape than when we found it, selling off important
reserve land for short-term financial gain should not be considered. He thinks
the debate’s key issue relates to the basis of everything he believes about the
importance of urban design.
“New Plymouth has an enviable history of visionary people creating facilities
adding value to the quality of life of the community. This includes establishing
many reserves that usually include areas for sporting codes or cultural
facilities.”
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How Fitzroy Golf Course and neighbouring vacant land
appear on the council’s district plan. Green denotes three
kinds of open space zoning – dark for natural open space,
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acquired by the council in small parcels, bought or donated
during the previous two centuries.
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He says urban design is complex, because apart from sound ideology there are many
factors - cost benefits, the economy, ignorant or indifferent politicians, unimaginative
professional planners and greedy self-interested land owners. These influence the
mostly mediocre outcomes.
“Anything good in urban design anywhere in the world is the result of passionate,
knowledgeable, caring and visionary people who have championed an idea to enhance
existing land features. New Plymouth has much to be proud of, but we have made
some big mistakes.”
For any building design or land subdivision to be successful it should acknowledge,
understand and respect the natural features of the region, he believes. “New Plymouth
has strong natural features, especially the mountain, the temperate climate and the
topography laced with rivers connecting the Tasman Sea. The council recognises this
with its logo including the slogan ‘Mountain to Sea’.”
Surveyor Frederic Alonso Carrington chose the site for New Plymouth 176 years ago
(1842) and prepared an extraordinarily detailed survey drawing, Plan of the Town and
Part of the Settlement of New Plymouth. Boon says the plan shows the accurate
location of the many valleys, rivers and soil conditions.
“It shows clearly the nature of the area under discussion made it most suitable for the
reserve occupied by Peringa Park and the Fitzroy Golf Club. To link the sell-off to
part-funding of the racecourse redevelopment is unfortunate, because it implies the
development can’t proceed without the sell-off profit. Apply the same argument to all
future beneficial community projects - including cultural, sporting or historic
preservation - and we would slowly sell off all reserve land.”
New Plymouth has a reputation second to none as a good place to live. “Think about
the next 180 years and beyond; it’s certain the population will continue to grow, and it
is that certain reserves like Peringa Park and the area occupied by the golf club will
retain their social value and importance.”
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Neil Holdom talks regularly to Radio
Hokonui host Bryan Vickery.

W

hen interviewed by a local radio journalist earlier this year, Mayor Neil Holdom
said something that angered those living in Fitzroy: “If the community came back
to me and said: ‘We absolutely…’ - and when I say the community, I’m not
talking about those with a vested interest, ie, the next-door neighbours and the people in the
club, I’m talking about the 80,000 people in our district,” he told Radio Hokonui host Bryan
Vickery.
“If the community says: ‘We don’t want to do it and we’re prepared to fund things in other
ways’, in other words pay through increases in our rates, then we’ll do that, and that would
be a great outcome,” said Holdom.

What the “rest” think
According to the last census, Fitzroy has a population of 3753, just over five percent of
the New Plymouth District’s total then of 74,187. Taking the mayor’s point, Live
wondered what the other 70,434 (or so) think of the reserve sell-off idea.
In a far from random survey, we asked nearly 60 opinion-makers. Half declined or
didn’t respond. The half who replied varied in age and background, from millennials to
boomers. All but two strongly opposed selling the land. A selection of their comments is
summarised here, with others appearing elsewhere in the main story (all emphasised
they were speaking as private citizens):
Channa Perry (Health manager, Onaero): I am philosophically opposed to selling off
part of the Peringa Park Recreational Reserve for housing development. Whether or not
part of this land is used as a golf course or not the issue for me - it is a public reserve,
and once sold into private hands it’s gone for good.
Like many, I am concerned about homelessness and the need for affordable housing.
However, at an estimated $350k for a section alone, it is unlikely that this beach front
housing will be option for all but the fortunate few. Keeping this land as a ‘reserve’
protects it for future generations, not just for those who can afford prime real estate at
this moment in time.
I’m amazed it’s being discussed at all to be honest. And to permanently lose this land to
fund “flagship” improvements on buildings (that have a limited lifespan benefiting our
generation, unlike a reserve that is of benefit to future generations) seems crazy.
Paul Veric (High school principal, Oakura): I am personally against the sale of any land
in the Peringa Park Recreation Reserve proposal. My main concern is that we can only
sell land once, so while capital raised from the sale could admittedly help some
immediate projects (of which my generation will directly benefit) where does that leave
us in 20, 50 or 100 years’ time.
Green space is very precious so any decisions around this need full consultation and
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careful consideration. However, the uses of current 'green space' should be respectfully
and regularly debated by the community. This issue shouldn't be about personalities, but
what is best for the future of New Plymouth and Taranaki. I hope we can keep focused
on that in the ensuing weeks/months.
Sophie Braggins: (Business community leader, Central City): I have to be honest and
say that the opportunities that come from investment in timely flagship projects that
support our regional strategy are exciting, and although the club and recreational reserve
are beautiful assets to the city, they are not a resource that are accessible to all and
everyone in the current form.
The moral dilemma for me, then, becomes whether this (proposal) and considered
compromise is the most appropriate and achievable means for us to fund and navigate
through change and make things happen. Where we can avoid any undue pressure on our
people through increased rates, we must do so, but our decisions must support our
capacity for a flourishing future.
Warwick Foy (General manager, Welbourn): I've been waiting for someone to ask me! I
have a firm opinion on this. I applaud the mayor's vision in thinking creatively around
housing and environment in our beautiful city. However, in my view and not knowing
the legal implications around this, this area of land is the wrong piece to be scrapping
over.
What remains of our premium reserve land – for example, coastal, river, mountain should be held forever in reserve, because once it's gone you never get it back. We have
no moral right to sell this land away from our descendants. The solution is to think more
about existing under-utilised land like the carpark east of Bunnings and dare I say it, the
racecourse.
Brenda Ardern (Hairdressing proprietor, Vogeltown): I have been following along in
the background reading and hearing bits and pieces. As I pay two sets of rates, one in the
CBD and one at my private residence, any over-inflated rates hikes are a concern. In my
opinion, land in what is a very public place that provides a beauty to our landscape and
environment for now and in the future, is worth protecting. We should be wise and look
after these spaces and not build on every piece of available land - or as it happens, maybe
unavailable land.
Once it is built out, it cannot be undone. And the ‘flagship’ projects - I’m not sure exactly
what they are, but they may have to wait while alternatives are found. Spending money
on a pointless to-and-fro consultation process and “independent” reports is also no doubt
adding to wasted expense.
Rob Needs (Tourism operator, Hurdon): Fitzroy golf course is one I have played a
number of times since the early 80s. As a hacker, its ease of access and forgiving nature
was an easy option. I have in recent years seen golf replaced by road and mountain
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biking (as well as motorcycles, sports cars and All Black tours) as the sport of business
men, and the resulting appearance that clubs are struggling to remain viable.
The thought of selling off land to fund rates relief, projects and infrastructure is an idea
I had pondered long before Neil went public with it.
As a parent, I have a daughter who played netball for a number of seasons. The huge
numbers of our predominantly young girls who show up every Saturday to the
substandard facilities is a joke and could almost bring in an argument of sexism and
ageism. Activities in our region are dominated by the weather, and greater indoor
facilities are long overdue.
In the 80s, I was playing a lot of basketball and it was nothing to be tipping off at the
YMCA or Star Gym as late as 10 pm, such was the demand on gymnasium space. The
TSB stadium changed that a lot, but I understand that too is now under great demand
from many codes. Is a golf course or reserve a valid asset for the youth of today, would
they rather have a massive indoor arena or another facility for gaming or whatever?
I am torn on this subject. As a long-time ratepayer, I have subsidised the golf club long
enough. Perhaps it’s time that another sport got to use this piece of reserve land; nine
holes may reinvigorate the club and see it strengthen. There is no shortage of struggling
golf clubs that would love an influx of members, not that that would be a long-term
solution as I would wager the average age would be north of 65.
I think the Mayor raising this idea is a piece of art. It has us talking and looking at
things from different angles. Certainly, some passion has been shown but perhaps not
engagement with the ratepayers of the future. Ultimately, I see the status quo winning
out and the golf club signing a new long-term lease, and in years to come having to cry
poverty and beg for assistance to remain solvent. Balance must be struck, and this is not
the last golf course or reserve left in our region - they will not become extinct!
Sharon Wilson and Terry Parkes (Outdoor art facilitators, Central City): Wilson: For
me it’s about losing more green space in an area which has seen many streets denuded
of trees through over-development, and infill housing. So it’s not about the golf, it’s
about providing habitat and fresh air for all species, including humans. Preserve the
reserve. Parkes: The only thing I have to say is whether it be a golf course or any other
green space "once they’re gone...they’re gone forever".
Adrian Sole (General manager, Bell Block): I admire our elected mayor and
councillors’ efforts to find creative ways to bulk-fund large capital projects that our
council is currently facing, all in an effort to keep rate rises to an acceptable level brave stuff indeed, especially when you talk about selling land. But I am of the opinion
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that selling land is a last resort and regardless, investigations must be carried out with
full transparency and with empathy.
It would be interesting to see if we have considered a “Whitely lease” type arrangement.
In that way the council could look at releasing land (and not just Fitzroy Golf Course
land) and charge a reasonable market rate to occupy and bring in the opportunity for first
home buyers. Then the council/community continues to reap the benefit of that unlocked
land value for future generations.
Abbie Jury (Gardener and writer, Tikorangi): I really do not care about golf courses, but I
care hugely about urban green space, especially when it has trees on it. With increasing
population density, public green space is of increasing importance, especially where there is
room for trees to grow to maturity when they can no longer be accommodated on smaller,
private sections. Once that space has gone, it will be gone forever. To sell green space to
fund a building project seems bizarre. To risk half the proceeds on NPDC trying its hand at a
property development company just sounds like a recipe for disaster.
Gordon Hudson (Mental health advocate, Vogeltown): You must appreciate the
mayor’s enthusiasm for thinking outside the square in efforts to fund “cool” (good
grief!) projects. I do not have a huge empathy for the 200 members of the Fitzroy Golf
Club but can certainly appreciate their angst at the proposal. However, it is very likely to
fail to be accepted as a change of use consent by the various government bodies
concerned.
It is difficult to believe that a dedicated reserve will be approved for NPDC to provide
high-end sections for the more-wealthy in the district. Once such open land is “lost” it
cannot be regained and that whole area is in the middle of a rapidly expanding NP- Bell
Block development of residential and commercial activity, where green space will
become even more highly valued. On balance, I am in favour of retaining the green
space currently occupied by the Fitzroy Golf Club, but I believe much more community
use could be made of this land, possibly in conjunction with the club.
Ian Raine (Former council officer, Merrilands): I am of the opinion that the NPDC
should not part with, by whatever means, any land it owns that has frontage to the sea.
Like others I have taken an interest in our foreshore for many years and noted the
vagaries of nature as the sand has come and gone according to storms, harbour
developments and so on. I believe in global warming and the extremes it’s is imposing
on us. It will get worse before it gets better.
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Who can guess where our coastline might
be in 50 years’ time. King Canute
demonstrated man’s inability to influence
the sea.
I repeat, the council should retain all land it
owns fronting the sea and require any
coastal subdivisions to provide generous
foreshore reserves. It’s not about golf, it’s
about retaining our coastal reserves.
Bruce Richards (NP resident, Strandon):
At the present time I do not have a strong
opinion one way or the other.
There has not been sufficient information
made available for me to assess the merits
of the selling of some of the land presently
leased to the Fitzroy Golf Club.
I am certainly of the opinion though that
the New Plymouth District is “over golfcoursed”, what with two at Waitara, one at
Inglewood and Oakura and three in New
Plymouth.
Daniel Fleming (Hotelier, Strandon: Keep
Aidan Quinn tees up at Fitzroy Golf Course
New Plymouth’s green space. Once it’s sold
on kids’ lessons night.
we will never get it back. The flagship projects
aren’t significant enough to warrant selling off the land.
A better business case needs to be put forward by the council with a high level of detail
before any consideration can be made. From a tourism perspective, having 20 golf courses
in Taranaki is a real selling point and golf tourism is a growing market. It would be a
shame to limit that future opportunity.
Jodi Roebuck (organic farmer, Omata): We need to hold on to some green spaces next to
the foreshore before it becomes completely landscaped and built-out as far as the eye can
see.
Mike Brooke (insurance assessor, in letter to Daily News; central city): I signed the
petition, not because I have an affiliation with the golf club but because I wish to preserve
the green belt along our coastline. I am also keen to secure any other green belts in the
city from being converted from reserve status to residential or commercial development.
The fact that the golf club have predominant use is coincidental. They have a lease, they
have enhanced the area by their own efforts and expense, and you want to ignore their
right to be there? Suggestions that a nine-hole course would be adequate are made by
non-golfers.
It’s public reserve and if you want to walk across it you can do. Green belts were one of
the most precious things that former residents created and should remain so. If finance is
required to enable more capital expenditure, then find it somewhere else.
Adrienne Tatham (President of Friends of Pukekura Park, Merrilands): The FOPP
committee is unanimous that reserve land is just that. It was put aside for green space and
should be kept as the treasure it is, whether or not a golf course is presently using it. It is
there for future generations to enjoy, not for sale.
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ayor Holdom’s intentions for the Fitzroy Golf Course are well known.
He raised the idea in a 2015 council by-election and again in the runup
to his mayoral victory in 2016. He’s also explained why, in terms of
getting funds to enhance the district’s lifestyle. Live asked him to elaborate on his
vision for a council land development arm:

M

Neil’s developing vision
I’ve had 15 months in the job and I’ve started to learn what it’s all about.
First thing I’m going to say is Parklands, Napier City Council – just go
and have a look at that. They had a piece of land and they decided to do a
development. So there’s a model, a council not too dissimilar to New Plymouth.
Napier’s been doing that for about 12 years.
New Plymouth District is going to grow 25,000 people over the next 30 years…so Area Q
(Bell Block) will fill up in the next 10 years, and the only access those people will have to
green space is, hopefully, the Coastal Walkway, and they’ll have Hickford Park. And there’s
some sports fields potentially being developed by Central Football at the bottom of Airport
Drive, a privately owned sporting facility.
What I’ve been thinking is, well, wouldn’t it be sensible for this council to say: “Let’s look at
the Parklands model and see if we can apply that”, one on each side of town, one on the east
and one on the west, and so have a council-led controlled development that has, like Parklands,
a big green open space in the middle. The whole thing is designed around that. They only
release a certain amount of sections every year, but they’ve based it on a design for the whole
thing.
Live: The council owns the land, but it doesn’t build the houses?
Correct. We don’t want to get into that. Napier set up a CCO (council-controlled organisation)
– they are the developer, so they do the streets and footpaths, and when it’s all reticulated, with
just bare land, people can drive up and look, see how the streets laid out, and there’s a tender
(process for buying).
Live: What about low-cost housing?
Parklands was originally set up for low-cost housing, but then as the demand has grown
they’ve now got low-cost and mixed use. What they’re trying to do is create proper
communities. It’s council-led. It’s not about profit maximisation, it’s about designing
communities.
At the moment, every household in New Plymouth has got access to green space within 500
metres of the door. But I don’t know about Area Q when it’s finished. So the idea is that
council does one at either end of town, and the other developers will work around the edge of
town. At least you’ll have a core green belt. I love Tauranga and the Mount, but Papamoa
breaks my heart – just the idea of little boxes, little boxes, little boxes.
Live: So what you’re trying to do is have some control so it’s not haphazard.
A central planning model. It’s about having that vision that says…part of our Taranaki
culture is having access to really cool public parks and reserves for everybody, really close.
That 500 metres is good for a seven- or eight-year-old who can say we’re getting on our bike
and going down to Merrilands Domain or to Pukekura Park, and the parents are, like, they’re
not going to Oakura or something. You can relax – we’ll be back in half an hour.
That’s the vision. But it also generates sustainable revenue. It’s relatively low-risk. The risk is
when you start building houses, because your working capital requirement goes up and you
have to take risk. We’re not interested in that. You can kill that idea off dead.
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Look at the spectrum of developments. One is you just
have a piece of land and you sell the whole lot to a
developer - so that’s zero risk.
That’s not where we want to be. By taking on a little bit
more risk, you get some roading done…do a design –
roading, stormwater, infrastructure. That’s our core
competency. That’s the vision.
Live: So Fitzroy will give you some seeding money?
Fifty percent of it. The way this city was designed and developed showed incredible vision –
so what are we going to do next? If you think about the Taranaki culture, it’s always been
about people wanting to pay something forward in perpetuity.
So let’s just look around and do a stock take: Port Taranaki, TSB Community Trust, Taranaki
Electricity Trust, South Taranaki’s investment fund, the NPDC’s PIF ($290 million). My
point is that leadership in Taranaki have always taken bold decisions that have gone against
the grain to create, to pay for perpetual wealth.
Live: The counter-argument that’s been put to you is to stick with tradition – borrowing
– so future generations pay for what they will use
The point I make is the current generation in Taranaki has always paid something forward.
And that’s why this place always lines up, pound for pound, better than any other district in
New Zealand. We’ve got lower debt as a council, a higher quality of community assets. If
your kid is good at something there will be funding from different organisations to support
them. And we’ve obviously benefited from the oil and gas sector – those companies like Shell
and Todd and the others.
The (traditional) user-pays, just-in-time model that people have got so attached to in the last
20 to 30 years doesn’t encourage the paying of things forward. Potentially, if the council goes
down this development space, what I’m advocating is that every time it makes a buck, 50c
goes to capital projects, not operational expenditure, and 50c goes back in to buying more
land and developing it.
We’re not going to sell off Pukekura Park. What we want is more green space for our people.
There are odd bits…we stop roads, which is a council term for the end of a road that never got
built. Those sorts of rats and mice, they happen every day. Council buys and sells land
monthly, because every time a new sub-divider does something, we end up with a little bit
here or we need to put a road through there.
Last year we did about 450 housing consents. We’re seeing a bit of a blip at the moment, so
the long-term plan (LTP) envisages about 350 a year on average. We have to be conservative.
We’re trying to develop a framework and then developers will do what they want. With our
district plan, we’re trying to constrain the city a bit more, make a more compact CBD.
The draft LTP was more than 500 pages. We’re looking at about 15 pages for the public
consultation document, because while you might be prepared to read the full draft plan, most
people won’t. It doesn’t go into detail about what a development is, because we haven’t spent
any money on it.
We could be a really passive local government, but we never have been; we’ve always been a
progressive local government, and sometimes that has come with controversy. That’s healthy,
I suppose. People aren’t afraid to say what they think.
I do want to see us do the flagship projects, but I do have an open mind. If the bulk of the
community comes back and says they don’t want to do of that stuff, well, we have to listen to
them. From people I’ve talked to, there is an ambition to continue to develop.
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elling off part of Fitzroy Golf
Course is an idea that goes
back at least six years,
probably more. In 2012, council
candidate John Rae flew just such a
proposal for more than the first time.
His suggestion was backed by
Howie Tamati, who was a
councillor for five terms and now
runs Sport Taranaki.
Tamati still supports the idea,
believing smaller golf courses (even
ones with just six holes like some in
Australia) fit with time-pressured
modern life.
He continues to encourage the
planned makeover and expansion of
the racecourse stadium to meet the
kind of demands that Rob Needs
mentions earlier in this story.
The Fitzroy group leading the initial campaign has been small but effective in terms of
generating public and official interest about the council’s plan. They include golf club
president Mike Earley, lawyer Karen Venables, regional councillor Craig
Williamson, and Dr Kristian Slack, a researcher with advanced internet skills.
They have led the opposition in a public sense, making verbal submissions to council
meetings, researching, letter-writing, Facebooking, networking, organising. They have
been abetted by someone called “Green Fields”, who set up a Facebook campaign, led
a petition that garnered more than 2000 signatures…and who declines to identify
her/himself.
Slack lives with his family in a modest Fitzroy home that looks across Puni St to the
golf course, close enough to enjoy the sight of its green expanse, far enough away to
avoid the mis-hits of hack golfers.
He has bombarded the council with detailed outlines of why various laws - especially
the Local Government Act and the Local Government Official Information and
Meetings Act (LGOIMGA) – are there to stop it running roughshod over the rights of
New Plymouth people.
Council chief executive officer Craig Stevenson responded after several weeks, but
Slack says the reply falls short of covering his concerns. The delay in getting back to
him gave him an opening to lobby both the Auditor General’s Office and then the
Ombudsman.
The former’s report to Parliament this year criticised councils for being less than
transparent with telling ratepayers and citizens about their plans and spending. Failure
to comply may render a long-term plan illegal.
Slack’s approaches to the Auditor General succeeded in putting NPDC on notice,
judging by the number of times the Auditor-General was mentioned by NPDC officers
during the March 26 council meeting.
That’s the one that - with nays from councillors John McLeod, Murray Chong and
Shaun Biesiek - approved the long-term plan consultation document going before the
public on April 9.
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When more than 75 golf club members met on April 12 to discuss their future, they
voted unanimously to see out the lease until 2023 and then pursue a renewal.
Slack (pictured above on his front deck) told the meeting he had yet to hear anything
formal from the Audit Office - because the auditor handling his submissions went on
leave from April 4 to May 8.
That prompted him to take a case to the Ombudsman. He says the audit office is
concerned with council spending, while the Ombudsman deals with the fairness and
openness of council proceedings under the LGOIMGA.
His main issues include the council public consultation document offering only one
option for raising funds (other than a rates rise, which it declares unacceptable) and
only one option for funding a flagship project, the racecourse stadium revamp.
He thinks the council’s marketing campaign is misleading because it leaves many
people living outside Fitzroy with the impression it’s all about selling off part of a
gold course, while the key issue is much more important – selling a large and
attractive reserve beside the sea.
It’s an idea that runs counter to all the council’s own policies on green spaces,
including the one in the long-term plan. He believes the proposal runs against law and
Treaty agreements that protect land and water, which will affect positions held by iwi
and hapu.
He says the proposal has been on the council books since 2012 and has been discussed
almost exclusively in councillor workshops, which are not formal meetings under the
LGOIMGA and cannot make legal decisions of the kind presented to the council’s
meetings on February 28 and March 26.
Slack and the others point to other reasons why they don’t want the housing
development to add up to 150 new homes to their suburb – the potential to overwhelm
local Fitzroy Primary School with nearly 100 more enrolments; narrow streets jammed
with traffic, and stormwater systems overloaded.
Mike Earley, his golf club members and their governing body, NZ Golf, concede that
while some club memberships have been declining for years (Fitzroy once had more
than 500, now has about 300), there are more rounds of golf than ever being played in
New Zealand.
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Aidan Quinn (left) and Fergus Armstrong get golf lessons from Fitzroy Golf Club
president Mike Earley.
More than 20,000 of them were at Fitzroy in 2017, with the course a popular place for
visitors and people who don’t want to join a club. Earley also argues the golf club has
been an exemplary tenant for 83 years, its volunteers and professional greenkeepers
creating a splendid park out of sand dunes.
The club notes the council’s 2015 open spaces strategy, which not only puts the
protection of reserves as its first priority but also promotes the “sportsville” idea.
“We’ve had informal talks with a number of nearby groups, like those using the Lake
Rotomanu area, and a couple of bowls and tennis clubs, and they’re interested. But we
haven’t been able to progress anything with all this hanging over us.”
He says the club has plans that would see the fairways near Puni St given over to new
shared sports facilities. There is room for a couple of replacement holes on
neighbouring grazing land at the Lake Rotomanu end, an area that is included in the
club’s lease but not currently used for the course.
The council has offered to let the club keep half its leased land for a nine-hole course,
but Earley and golf experts reckon there is insufficient room. There would be no par 5
(longer) fairways. It would be reduced to a few short par 4s and 3s, what golfers call
“pitch and putt”. Even at 18 holes, the course is a slightly short par 68 (most are about
72).

Fitzroy Golf Club members meet on April 12 to vote for staying put.
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A map showing various “unused” reserves the council wants to sell off. These smaller areas are
expected to fetch $5 million or more.

F

itzroy Golf Course and part of nearby Peringa Park Reserve are not the only
pieces of “surplus” land the council now wants to sell. Despite a public claim by
Holdom there were no more parks and reserves for sale, the long-term plan
includes the possible disposal of seven other areas for an anticipated $5 million.

They include Windy Point, a grazing area in Marfell, another in Westown, and
reserves in Spotswood, near Barrett Lagoon, just south of Brooklands Park and off
Heta Rd.
What chance, then, does the Holdom selloff have of succeeding? If public reaction
gathered by Live is anything to go by, it’s a long shot, and as the mayor concedes,
public opinion will count for everything.
Even without the expected NIMBY outrage from Fitzroy people, the pathway is
littered with legal and bureaucratic obstacles that refer constantly to public approval.
Some of those hurdles can be found in a 2012 council report that interrogated John
Rae’s idea:
• The club’s secure lease tenure until 2023.
• The club’s right to exercise renewal of its lease…on the same terms and
conditions.
• An assumption the club will want to continue, provided its operation continues to
be viable.
• The lease is a legitimate open space activity on recreation reserve.
• A proviso the council must grant a renewal lease if it is “satisfied there is
sufficient need for the continued operation of the golf club”.
• The need to negotiate with the club to secure release of the land (or part) and/or
purchase the lease and/or relocate the club to other land.
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A council drawing showing (red) golf club land to be sold for housing, and (orange) vacant golf club
lease land that will be used for the same purpose.
• The legal requirement to undertake public notice and iwi consultation of its
intention to seek ministerial consent to revoke the reserve status and consider all
objections before making a final decision.
• The need to comply with statutory obligations under the Local Government Act
2002, and/or policy considerations.
• The requirement to obtain an independent report to demonstrate there is no need
to retain the golf club land for continued recreation reserve purposes, on the
grounds there is sufficient remaining public reserve.
• The need to get ministerial consent to remove the “reservation and trust” from the
land.
• The prerequisite to offer land back to those who donated for golf course use (or
their descendants), at current market value.
• A requirement to give further public notice to the proposed sale of the land on the
open market.
• The need to rezone the land from “open space” to “residential” under the
Resource Management Act, involving public submissions and possibly appeals to
the Environment Court.
• And a requirement to investigate and consider other more viable options for land
sale/revenue purposes based on that land being surplus to current requirements.
The 2012 report urged the council to park the idea until it finished a review of
recreation and open space policy in 2014. That policy was adopted in 2015 but makes
no mention of selling the Fitzroy course, although it does point to a significant over18

supply of golf courses – one for every 5500 people,
compared with the national average of one course to
55,000.
Some of the impediments listed in 2012 are internal
procedures the council can simply vote to change.
However, the Auditor-General, the Ombudsman, the
Department of Conservation, and its Minister – Green
Party MP Eugenie Sage, who has a formidable track
record fighting threats to public reserves – will take
particular note of public opposition.
Uncertain is the reaction from iwi and hāpū. The council’s
register of Māori and archaeological sites doesn’t appear
to list anything on the golf course land, but there are
unresolved land sales matters likely to be relevant to Te
Ātiawa and its hāpū.
Those that will want to consult may include Ngāti Te
Whiti, Ngāti Tuparikino, Ngāti Tawhirikura and Puketapu.
The mayor was talking privately with some of their leaders
earlier in the year, but none was willing to talk to Live,
with the exception of Puketapu’s Grant Knuckey.
He says the proposed sale opens the door to a review of
the sale and purchase deals done with Māori on the
original Fitzroy Block, surveyed when settlers first
arrived.

Budding golfer Fergus Armstrong lines up a tee
shot at Fitzroy Golf Course.

“The golf course is on Native Reserve Number 17, one of
many held by the council,” he says. “There are outstanding questions to work through
with a number of blocks taken from tangata whenua since 1960, and before that under
the Public Works Act. Some this stuff was hidden away during our Treaty claims or
we didn’t dig deeply enough.”
He may be on to something. An experienced surveyor who has looked through old
records dating back to the original town surveys in the 1840s says Number 17 has
early title numbers ending with the letter “NR”, indicating “native reserve” and a
notation that they were never to be sold.
The council acquired the land in bits and pieces over last century. Some lots began as
designated Māori reserve under 19th and 20th century laws and proclamations, while
many of nearly 30 smaller lots were donated or sold by neighbouring landowners,
most of whom specified it must be protected under the Reserves Act 1977 or its
predecessor, the Public Reserves, Domains and National Parks Act 1928.
Fitzroy Golf Club occupies the land under a standard, 21-year council lease. Clause 24
– a version of which has been in the lease since the 1930s - says the club has right of
renewal when the lease expires in 2023 - so long as “the Council is satisfied that there
is sufficient need for the continued operation of the Fitzroy Golf Club”.
Lawyers from a Wellington law firm - flown up in March at council expense (legal
fees are understood to have topped $20,000 so far) - are believed to have advised
councillors there are no insurmountable legal impediments to selling the land
(although apparently at that stage they had not examined the title details).
Former New Plymouth lawyer Les Hickling disagrees, He says he will fight “tooth
and nail” to ensure the reserve is retained for future generations because in his opinion
the club has a strong case to renew its lease. “The historical background points to there
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being an effective lease in perpetuity,” he says. “Even
putting legal issues to one side, the club also has a
moral right to stay.”
The land carries recreational reserve status under the
Reserves Act 1977, which is designed to protect the
natural environment, with an emphasis on the retention
of open spaces and outdoor recreational activities.
Under Section 129 of the Land Transfer Act 1952, sale
of reserve land is prohibited without intervention by the
Crown.
How councillors will vote is unlikely to be known until
June, when the LPT is finally adopted. Late this month
councillors will hear public submissions.

Councillor McLeod lines up with Fitzroy reserve
selloff protesters before a March 26 council
meeting to discuss it.

With the golf club-associated petition against the sale
approaching 3000 signatures (on a par with the council’s biggest-ever petition, on the
Māori ward), the club hopes there will be sufficient numbers of submitters to keep the
hearings going for days.
The mayor is for the selloff, obviously. Three appeared to be against it in late March –
McLeod, Chong and Biesiek. The others were holding their counsel, presumably until
the public has its say.
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