JT column for July 28, 2018 – footpaths

Keeping footpaths
up to scratch-ings
I noticed one of our columnists
has bravely opined on the
message a couple of ultra-right
speakers from North America
were to bring to New Zealand.
Something he said touched an old
nerve – footpaths.
He didn’t actually mention
footpaths, but what he wrote
about the impacts of migration
reminded me of something most
people have probably
encountered.
It’s pedestrians who forget
they’re not back in countries
where they drive on the wrong
side of the road.
“Wrong” refers to the tendency
some visitors and newly arrived have of walking on the “wrong” side of our footpaths. I hear
you: what the hell’s he on about? Believe me, for some people my age there is indeed a
“right” side, which is the “left” side, which looks confusing, so I better explain.
When we were children on holiday in Auckland, Mum would take us to Queen St to tour toy
shops and have afternoon tea at the Farmers. One day she hauled me across the footpath and
knelt down to explain I was doing something that would get us in trouble: I wasn’t keeping
left.
“See that white line down the middle of the footpath,” she pointed. “Well, you’ve got to walk
on the left-hand side of it.” “What if I don’t?” I asked, journalistic stirrings already at play.
“You’ll be told off.”
“Who by?” “There’s men looking down from the buildings keeping an eye out for people like
you, and if they see you walking on the wrong side of the line they’ll tell you off over the
loudspeaker system.”
There was no coming back from that. It stayed with me in the back of my mind through all
those years when for drivers the footpath is merely a blur. It resurfaced in the 1990s, when
something interesting took place back there in Queen St.
I was working in Auckland and living on Waiheke Island, so each day I twice ran-walked the
length of Queen St to use the ferry. For a long time, it was an easy passage because most
people kept left.
Then it changed, in the space of a month it seemed. Those from countries where right-hand
drive is de rigeur suddenly felt they were sufficient in number to hold their line.
They came at you with such determination that even those of us with mothers who’d
acquainted us with a bylaw that probably never existed were forced to step aside. It still
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happens, anywhere in NZ. In Pukekura Park the other day, a man looked blankly at me when
I tested his resolve. I stepped aside, respecting the fact he looked like a tourist.
What you’ve just read is merely a lead in to this column’s topic - footpath maintenance
(rather than etiquette). I’ve noticed it lately because of what I call the Footpath Cycle, which
decrees our relationship with footpaths begins in prams and on skates, bikes and skateboards,
moves away during driving years, then returns in our dotage when walking is important to
keep fit.
If the footpaths in our neighbourhood are anything to go by, we have a problem. They are
comprised of a dozen forms of concrete finish and tarseal, and they’re uneven, potholed,
patched, cracked, unmatched,
unsightly…and interesting, in a Len Lyeesque kind of way.
There’s one section on my way down to
Pukekura Park that has been a loose
metal mess ever since we moved here
several years ago.
It’s bordered by a homeowner’s
commendable efforts to renew the stylish
concrete fence he and his neighbours’
properties present to the street.
There’s hope that one day it will all be
fixed, judging by the impressive job
done on renewing footpaths on
Coronation Ave near Highlands
Intermediate School.
Someone has even been down our street
putting hieroglyphic marks on the bits
that need relaying. But that was done last
year and there’s still no sign of anything
happening.

Footpaths can look like this for years – until they look
like this (below) near Highlands Intermediate School.
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I asked New Plymouth District Council
how footpath refurbishment works,
what they spend each year, how
priorities are resolved; but no luck so
far.
A week or two back, a couple of council
officials drove past noting the state of
our footpaths, so that might have been a
good sign.
One thing that did occur to me is minor
archaeological evidence will disappear
when they finally get round to the job.
Sorry “David” and “Dylan”, but the
eternal scratchings you left on the
footpath when it was wet cement have
been marked for obliteration.

