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The Department of Conservation 

released its three-volume submission 

last Wednesday. 

Mr Keith Chapple, Chairman of the 

Wanganui River Flows Coalition, 

said the Department was to be 

congratulated for producing such an 

expert and professional document in 

a limited period of time. 

“While a lot of the material has been 

known about for many years, it has 

taken the department to uncover it 

and put it into language we can 

understand,” he said.  

If information, particularly the 

river’s hydrological impacts, had not 

been released in DoC’s submission, 

the public would have been 

“seriously disadvantaged”. 

“There is no doubt this submission 

will have a dramatic impact,” and it 

has enabled him (Mr Chapple) to be 

positive about the campaign for the 

first time. 

                    Wanganui Chronicle,  

             14 June, 1988 
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Preface 

Diversion of the Whanganui River’s mountain headwaters into Lake Taupo and on into the 

Waikato River for hydroelectric power generation began in 1972.  This scheme would be 

referred to as the Tongariro Power Development or TPD.  Twenty two kilometres of tunnel 

and 14 kms of canal had been constructed (see maps p9 and 10), and captures much of the 

flow (water and sand).  

The diversion water right (renamed a resource consent under the Resource Management 

Act [RMA] in 1991) contained the most basic minimum flow conditions, and in 1983 the 

consent was reviewed. Downstream environmental impacts were being claimed by New 

Zealand Canoeing Association and others including Lands and Survey Department staff who 

managed the river’s recreational facilities. But the Rangitikei Wanganui Catchment Board 

(later to become part of the Horizon Regional Council) hearing resulted in little change to 

the consent conditions. 

In 1988 a second review was held. However, this time the playing field was very different. 

The new Labour government was radically restructuring the public service by corporatizing 

some existing departments into state-owned enterprises or SOE’s (which were created to 

partake in commercial activities and return a profit for the government), and by establishing 

some new departments such as the Ministry for the Environment (MFE) and the 

Department of Conservation (DOC).  The second Whanganui River minimum flow review 

would be the new Conservation Department’s first environmental advocacy case and 

expectations were high.  

Environmentalists at last had a champion with a budget to hire expertise and DOC’s 

Whanganui Conservator< John Ombler, was highly motivated. John was a Land and Survey 

Department Park Ranger in 1983 and had been frustrated at the 1983 review hearing; his 

claims of environmental impacts being met with taunts of “show us the evidence”.   

And the TPD operator had also changed with the Electricity Department being reformed into 

the SOE, Electrocorp. Their goal was to maximise profit and in their first year of operation 

(in the words of a senior Electrocorp staffer giving evidence at the hearing) “no tolerance 

would be shown”, for calls to reduce the volume of diverted water. 

Being a physical geographer and having recently been employed by the Taranaki Catchment 

Commission (now the Taranaki Regional Council), I was familiar with catchment processes 

and water right consents.  I was introduced to John and he hired me to find that evidence.  

He found an office building intentionally away from the rest of the staff and let me engage 

an assistant.  Eric Pyle was having a gap year and enthusiastically embraced the river flow 
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work. He would subsequently go on to study resource management and make his career in 

conservation.   

John’s instructions were clear and simple: put together a submission of evidence as thick as 

3 telephone books addressing every impact I could find using the most credible experts – 

preferably with PhDs.  It was October 1987 and I had less than 6 months to investigate and 

compile those 3 volumes.  Thirty experts were subsequently engaged  – although perhaps 

somewhat to John’s disappointment, not all had PhDs.  None-the-less, three volumes would 

be produced which provided a scientific basis of hydrological (water and sediment), 

morphological, ecological and recreational impacts as well as effects on cultural and intrinsic 

values.  

While this story has significance in New Zealand’s evolving environmental management and 

should be comprehensively told, I have here at least reproduced the newspaper accounts 

from the scrapbook I kept.  John made sure the media were well informed and the articles 

broadly describe our activities along with the other players, the politics, the hearing itself, 

and the aftermath.  The scrapbook provides an appreciation of the Catchment Board’s 

efforts to control the process, our attempts at a scientific and robust approach, Electocorp’s 

frustration at being seen as the bad guy – not helped by their blocking some DOC witnesses 

from appearing at the hearing, the depth of feeling of the interest groups, the infuriation of 

Finance Minister Roger Douglas at the Conservation Department  (Minister Helen Clark) 

using government resources to rein in a lucrative government earner, and subsequent 

efforts by Treasury to ensure this “situation could not happen again!”   

While Maori were late comers in the process, having been distracted by the recent 

establishment of the Whanganui National Park and ownership of the Whanganui riverbed, 

they would none-the-less play a significant role. Late in the hearing the Whanganui Maori 

Trust Board lawyer requested that it be reconvened at the Ngapuwaiwaha Marae in 

Tauramanui so tribal kaumatua could give their perspective.  This turned out to be a moving 

experience and such marae presentations would become the hallmark of future resource 

management proceedings. 

Perhaps one of the most influential pieces of our evidence was a video comparison of 

natural and abstracted flow.  During the 1987/88 summer Electrocorp had released the 

entire headwater flow down the main tributary – the Whakapapa River, while they carried 

out maintenance on its intake structure.  With the return of the natural summer flow the 

river became vibrant and enjoyed by white water rafters and kayakers. We hired a 

helicopter to video the spectacle.  Later, with the flow diverted once more, we returned 
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with the video camera. The effect of splicing natural flow with virtually no flow at several 

locations looked dramatic when shown to the commissioners.  

And of the decision?  For the river it was a positive outcome with summer flows in the 

mountain fed headwaters not to fall below the natural average low flow – John had 

described this flow as “sacrosanct”.   In addition, no abstraction at all was to occur from the 

actual Whanganui tributary coming off Mount Tongariro – this in respect of Maori values.  

Electrocorp were incensed and would throw substantial resources into the appeal.  But my 

involvement had finished after the initial hearing. I had returned to university so was now 

an onlooker.  With their funding slashed by Douglas and Treasury, all DOC could do was try 

and hold on to the hearing gains rather than be proactive.  But while Electrocorp would 

succeed in clawing back some of the water, the essence of the minimum flow decision 

would endure and form the basis of future national standards in water abstraction and 

allocation.    

The scrapbook begins in October 1987 when the Royal Forest and Bird Society’s national 

chairman, and upper riverside resident, Mr Keith Chapple gave a public presentation of his 

just completed book “Rape of the Whanganui River“.  His story evocatively outlined the 

diversion of water from the river’s mountain headwaters and his thoughts on the 

environmental consequences.  The scene was set and the town of Taumarunui on the upper 

reaches, and the city of Whanganui at the rivermouth, would become absorbed in river flow 

matters over the following year.  Indeed, the entire Whanganui community became unified 

and focused, something I have not seen again in the 35 years I have lived here, and 

something I feel somewhat proud of.  The scrapbook ends on 22 October 1988, with a light-

hearted and prophetic comment by Whanganui Chronicle senior journalist Mr Dave 

Lawrence.    

To further set the scene, the Introduction and location maps from DOC’s submissions are 

first reproduced. 

The Scrapbook, DOC’s three volume submission and video (low quality and not narrated), 

and Mr Keith Chapple’s “Rape of the Wanganui River” may all be downloaded from the 

Coastal Systems website https://coastalsystems.co.nz                                                                                                                                                      

 

 

 

Roger Shand   
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Introductory section (with maps) from the DOC submission 
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