Park in need
of some TLC
It’s frequently called New Plymouth’s
great treasure, an accolade that’s gained
even greater lustre as Taranaki builds
its third economic leg, tourism.
Pukekura Park is unlike any other in
New Zealand, because it’s an eclectic
collection of native and exotic trees
and plants that has been nurtured into a unique spectacle.
There are bush reserves and botanic gardens in many places, but
nothing that combines the two so effectively and in a setting so
close to a city centre. If you’re lucky enough to live nearby you
can walk there every day and observe a great living organism that
changes with the season’s cycles.
There’s another kind of cycle driving the park’s dynamics, a
human one. It’s had a series of accomplished managers since its
origins in the 1870s (surveyor Frederic Alonzo Carrington first
designated its swampy valley a reserve in 1842), and each
director has brought something different.
That evolutionary process is about to take another step, with
curator of 12 years Chris Connolly retiring last week and a new
man, Kristian Davies, taking over. He has a background in
botanical gardening in Auckland and England.
Despite inheriting an operation
renowned for its success, and wellmanaged by Connolly during his stint,
Davies faces some challenges, things
likely to be noticeable only to those
who keep a close eye on the place.

Pollution in the stream feeding
the waterwheel. Below: the
main lake at its top end.

The most spectacular is a possible
clean-out of the lakes, which are an
embarrassment in summer when
through-flows slow and unpleasantlooking stuff floats on surfaces.
I recall times when it was a badge of
honour to dive into the Bowl of
Brooklands lake during a rock concert.
In earlier days, some people even
learned to swim there.
It looks so toxic now that even the
drunkest patron would pause. So Connolly and others have been working on a solution.

No doubt chastened by the failure of a dredging attempt in
2013, they have been in the process of interesting
someone in cleaning them out with diggers.
Such an approach looked entirely doable when the level in
the main lake was dropped recently so piles could be
driven for the half-million dollar, oil tanker berth-like
structure beside the Tea House.
A challenge would be to get trucks into the park to cart
away the mud without damaging tracks and the main
exhibits.
A clever solution has been suggested to dispose of the
build-up - it could be carted to the closing Colson Rd tip
and spread over the final dump area.
Eventually, it would nurture
planting of the kind already
restoring that site to forest land.
Davies faces another so-far lessobvious problem – weeds.
Invaders like ginger plant,
asparagus fern, convolvulus, pea
vine, and wandering willie aren’t
particularly noticeable from main
walkways, but in less-frequented
areas they’re in danger of getting
away.
Many are on steep banks, where for
health and safety reasons only
elderly volunteers are allowed to
work to get rid of them (the irony).

Asparagus fern (left) and ginger plant are intruding in remoter
parts of the park.

Ponga fronds constantly fall into the lakes to rot, so someone has suggested cutting down all
the lakeside pongas (surely a prime park feature). A better idea might be to equip park staff
with a stable inflatable boat to make fallen frond removal easier.
Staff are doing their best to keep on top of weeds, but there doesn’t seem to be enough of
them to manage that and all the other maintenance. Even though the park is now a modernday complex operation, staffing levels have dropped over the decades, from 10 to 12 in some
living memories to six or seven today.
Davies should also push for a review of the park’s management plan. The current one was
adopted by New Plymouth District Council in
2004 and was supposed to be renewed a decade
later. It still hasn’t been.
Any new plan needs to address the use of bikes,
especially with the prospect of Lime (electrified)
scooters adding to the menace.
Aged park visitors and small children are at risk
from cyclists. I saw four within 10 minutes during
a recent visit, and none was aware of the council’s
ban on them. It’s not being enforced.
Council park policy 1.3.1 stipulates that “parking,
riding or driving of motorised vehicles,
motorcycles, power cycles or bicycles within all
areas of the park is prohibited beyond designated
car parks” except for council employees and
authorised vehicles.
A park staff member rides home after
work – staff are the only ones
authorised to bike in Pukekura Park.

My message to the owner is you shouldn’t put
Pukekura Park in the forefront of your
promotional campaigns until you’re looking after
it properly.

