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“Whether we and our
politicians know it or
not, Nature is party to
all our deals and
decisions, and
she has more votes, a
longer memory, and
a sterner sense of
justice than we do.”
Wendell Berry

Welcome to the Central Otago Environmental Society (COES)
Newsletter. This is a bi-monthly publication to keep our
membership and supporters informed about our activities on behalf
of the Central Otago environment.

COES AGM
The Annual General Meeting of COES was held on Saturday 1 August from 10.00am in the
Church Hall of the Community House, Alexandra. A lively turnout ensured great discussion,
and got through a great deal of work reviewing the past year’s work as well as planning for the
coming year. There’s a renewed sense of energy as we face the ongoing fight to preserve the
wonderful natural environment which is our home.
In his Annual Report, retiring Chair Ray Wright said “COES has inspired and has received
high praise from some converts to our causes, from people close to the halls of power - David
Parker, Peter Skelton, Marian Hobbs - who have all supported our views from their positions.
I’m sure our homegrown advocacy and our passion for what we believe in have been major
plusses for us and for them.”
There was a commitment from those gathered to expand the base of COES in order to face the
large number of issues that confront us as ‘progress’ becomes the catch cry of those who wish
to exploit the environment for the sake of greater profit. Our plan is to recruit new members
(annual membership fee just $10) and do a better job of communication with our base. This
newsletter is part of that venture.
Mike Riddell was the newly elected Chair of COES, with Jillian Sullivan continuing her
excellent work as Secretary and Treasurer. She will have a new assistant in training, Kat
Pourau. In addition to the current Executive, Bridget Auchmuty, Phil Murray, and Liz
Sullivan joined us.
We have a new resolve to make the most of the base that has been built over many years to
push back against the constant pressure to regard the environment as a ‘resource’ rather than
accepting it as a taonga to be passed on to our grandchildren in as good a state as possible.
You can help by spreading the word and keeping abreast of our current projects.
Our meeting finished up with an address from Nigel Paragreen, Environmental Officer for
Otago Fish & Game. He provided an excellent potted history of irrigation based on ‘deemed
permits’ in our region, and helped us prepare for submissions to the Environmental Protection
Agency before 17th August 2020. (www.epa.govt.nz/ORCplanchanges).
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It’s about water, stupid…

“We know that Kiwis
are impatient to see
their rivers and lakes
cleaned up and now
every environmentally
aware New Zealander The Galloway Take siphoning water from the Manuherekia River
is looking at the ORC,
worried that once
A little history…
again a regional
council will turn its
back on the
environment.”
Martin Taylor
Fish & Game

Most of COES activity over the last 12 months has been to do with water - the taking of it
from natural waterways for the purposes of irrigation, and the pollution of it in various ways.
There are several issues that make waterways in Central Otago uniquely threatened. The first
is that the region is typically dry and arid, albeit with plentiful lakes and rivers, that have
typically been both recreational and inspirational amenities. The second is the historical events
that have meant that these valuable taonga are under threat from over-allocation and effluent
runoff of various types.
The over-allocation of rivers such as the Manuherekia stems from historical permits issued to
goldminers in the late 19th century, which allowed the taking of water for such activities as
mining and sluicing. When mining diminished, government allowed such mining rights to be
allocated to irrigators for farming (1866), and attached to property rights.
The amount of water required to be left in rivers was the equivalent of one ‘head’ or one cubic
foot of water per second (1891). That level is of course unsustainable for the life of a natural
waterway, and its fish or flora. Huge irrigation schemes were constructed by the Ministry of
Works in the 20th century taking water from the Manuherekia river.
Ownership of the rights was held by the Crown, but these rights were sold to irrigators in the
late 20th century for nothing, or for $1. The so-called ‘deemed permits’ were set to expire in
30 years from the date of transfer to provide irrigators with time for transition. Under
Resource Management legislation, all deemed permits were due to expire on 1 October 2021.
The process was to be managed by Regional bodies – in Otago, the Otago Regional Council.
In 2014, it was estimated that in the Manuherekia catchment, ‘the six irrigation schemes
(Blackstone, Galloway, Hawkdun Idaburn, Ida Valley, Manuherekia and Omakau) have
entitlement to 68.7% (on a volume basis) of the available water allocation in the catchment.’
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The current crisis in water management is due in large part to the inaction of the ORC in
monitoring water and managing the demise of deemed permits. When the Minister of
Environment David Parker asked Professor Peter Skelton to report on the issues, he found that
lack of progress meant that the deadline for expiry of deemed permits should be extended to
31 December 2025 to give time for ‘fit for purpose’ water planning.
Meanwhile, those of us who have concerns for our rivers are left watching as the health of
life-giving waterways deteriorates year on year. The demise of the Manuherekia to the state
where it is largely unswimmable in the lower reaches is a case in point. Those who benefit
from generous water allocation through irrigation profit from a resource that is the heritage of
us all. The downsides of Otago’s historical anomaly are socialised among the public, who
must pay for remediation of our rivers.
You many have been aware through news sources of late that contention at the ORC has
played out in the deposing of Chair Marian Hobbs. Despite the objections of those who
achieved this, it was not a question of leadership, but an issue of trying to avert regulation
designed to prevent the over-allocation of water. A group within the ORC have been actively
seeking to prevent the implementation of measures recommended by the Skelton report.

He Mauri anō tō te Wai
Water has a life force
He Wairua anō tō te Wai
Water has a spirit
He Tapu anō tō te Wai
Water has a sacredness

Te Mana o te Wai
Work that has gone on in the Otago region between parties with vested interests, including
environmental groups such as COES, has produced an insightful hierarchy of needs when in
comes to reviewing the health and use of rivers. A report to David Parker from Kahui Wai
outlined the current statement:
1.

He Whakapapa anō tō te
Wai
Water has a Whakapapa

Aotearoa New Zealand’s current resource management system is broken. It is failing
to achieve its purpose and has become complex, dysfunctional and inaccessible.

2.

Our waters are sick. We must heed the cry to make our waters well again.

3.

Diverse communities all over Aotearoa New Zealand are hearing these cries.

He Taonga anō hoki tō te
Wai Water is my treasure

4.

Te Mana o te Wai is the korowai that should frame and inform structural and system
reform.

Whakaūta atu, Manaakitia
it, Haumi e! Hui e! Taīki
e!

5.

We set out a programme of action for our nation to journey together in implementing
a managed transition to a new system of care and respect for water.

6.

It is time for a new system.

I respect it, I protect it, for
it sustains me!
- Don te Maipi

COES is largely in agreement with these principles. In particular, we strongly support the
concept of a hierarchy of needs concerning rivers. We want to maintain that the awa (river)
itself is the highest priority as a life-giving expression of natural life and beauty. Before any
‘use’ of water is contemplated, we need to sustain the source and health of the streams that
provide it. The river has predominant status – Te Mana o te Wai.
In a statement submitted to ORC earlier this year, Chair of COES Mike Riddell laid out the
following concerns:
“There are a number of points I wish to make for your consideration.
1. I’m grateful that the ORC has voted to comply with the guidance offered by Peter
Skelton and David Parker. No doubt the urgency conveyed in such intervention has
created work for relevant staff of the ORC.
2. The data you are seeking to collect is necessarily expert and peer-reviewed
opinion. This is appropriate in terms of reaching considered decisions moving
forward.
3. However, the problem with this, and the MRG process in particular, is that it leads
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to a rather myopic discussion among professionals, and thereby excludes the views of
those who feel unqualified to comment.

Let me keep my
distance, always,
from those who think
they have the
answers. Let me keep
company always with
those who say
“Look!” and laugh in
astonishment, and
bow their heads.
Mary Oliver

4. Waterways are contestable as history demonstrates. There are a variety of
competing interests - cultural, economic, environmental, and agricultural. History
would indicate that those with the most power, whether economic, political, or social
determine the allocation of resources.
5. My primary concern is how we shift the debate to enable the voice of the land (or
in this case the river) to be heard. It seems that in the midst of a necessarily complex
discussion, the voice of the river is drowned out by competing interests.
6. The importance of water to tangata whenua is such that it is implicitly recognised
in Te Tiriti o Waitangi - "undisturbed possession of their Lands and Estates Forests
Fisheries and other properties”. While not pretending to speak on behalf of Māori, it
is clear that for them waterways are sacred and have a life of their own, beyond being
commercial entities.
7. For Pākehā, rivers have significance in that they have been an important part of
our lives - recreational and spiritual. There is a commonly heard lament that our
children and grandchildren have been robbed of the experiences earlier generations
had in swimming, fishing, and gathering in the clear and clean waters of this land.
8. I suspect most of us are agreed that something needs to change. Politically, this has
been indicated by the National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management. Both
the pollution and extraction policies allowed in the past are no longer viable in the
face of the evidence.
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9. The wealth of the nation has traditionally been based on farming, and our farmers
have generally sought to adopt best practice in the way they conduct their business.
As a general rule of thumb, they have also sought to achieve a maximised financial
return for their investment, which is often considerable.
10. Unintentionally, many of these practices have led to the very problems we now
face, and which are the subject of the current review of water takes and river
management. It is no longer tenable to deny the correlation between farming
practices and environmental degradation of our waterways.
11. There is no alternative to a transitional period in which farming practices change
in order to ensure the viability of our rivers for freshwater, indigenous fish,
recreation, and biodiversity. We have no ethical option other than addressing the
degradation of our waterways.

My final request is
that you listen - not to
the loud, fearful,

12. This is a political and societal issue. While addressing the painful necessities of
change, we need to do so as a community rather than as polarised factions. The issues
faced by the farming community need to be responded to respectfully. There is
already goodwill among many, but also financial stress that threatens livelihoods.

contentious voices on
both sides of the
debate - but to the
rivers. Those
gurgling, chuckling,

13. At times in NZ history, we have helped farmers adapt to changed circumstances.
At a governmental level, this needs to be addressed both through education and a
transitional fund to enable farming practices to shift from traditional practices and to
explore viable alternatives.

rushing, inviting
bearers of life to us
all. Take time to
hear their voice.
Mike Riddell

14. At the level of the ORC, and the complex issue of managing water takes, the
priority must be for the establishment and maintenance of our freshwater heritage - to
preserve historic flows and to ensure that our rivers are clean and accessible. ORC
councillors hold our heritage in their hands.
15. Rivers have life and wairua. While wading your way through complex reports
from hydrologists and reading decisions by the Environment Court, please do not
lose sight of the vitality of waterways, and their health-giving presence to the entire
landscape. You are our administrative guardians, and we charge you with making
decisions that will revitalise our environment.
16. My final request is that you listen - not to the loud, fearful, contentious voices on
both sides of the debate - but to the rivers. Those gurgling, chuckling, rushing,
inviting bearers of life to us all. Take time to hear their voice.”
The facts are inescapable, and scientifically verified as well as understood instinctively by the
residents of Central Otago. Our waterways are dying a slow death through over-allocation and
pollution. I venture to suggest we all understand this, even if some of us are resistant to what
stands before us in plain sight. We must change – if not for our own sakes, then for that of our
grandchildren.
This is not a realisation that is in dispute, and neither should it be used to drive a wedge
between environmentalists and farmers. Many farmers are under great pressure, both cultural
and financial. Some of them are already well advanced in terms of trying to address concerns
regarding ecological damage. The region I live in, in the Ida Valley, is mainly sustainable
farming with a small impact on the land. But we have reached a tipping point with new forms
of cultivating the land for industries that are essentially non-viable in this terrain – dairying
being the most obvious.

The way forward
In recent months a group of ORC Councillors advanced the argument that due to Covid-19,
we should abandon the already voted-upon decision to adopt the planning framework
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suggested by Professor Skelton. In doing so they argued that economic issues were the only
ones that mattered in terms of enabling a recovery. The deeper question is whether the current
orthodoxy of continual progress is sustainable for the planet, or indeed the human race.
Our lockdown experience pushed the ‘pause’ button. It is time to consider whether it is the
‘reset’ button we should be hitting. At the moment we have a choice. That situation may change
with great rapidity, as the interwoven systems of planetary health combine to produce a global
crisis. The science is clear to all who have no vested interest. Warning bells have been ringing
for decades and continue to be ignored.
We in Central Otago can’t save the planet, but we can do something about our own turf – in so
doing trusting that other people of good will across the world will do the same thing.

A river is never
silent. Even its
deepest pools thrive
with dark

In terms of restoring our waterways, there are two groups who hold the key to change. The
first is the ORC. For many years the Council has neglected its responsibilities in monitoring
river flows and pollution levels. Whatever reasons lie behind this, almost all parties agree that
the ORC needs to pick up its game. And it would seem that the Ministry for Environment is
perilously close to putting in Commissioners to take over Council responsibilities.
There are signs that the ORC is willing to accept its role in the degradation of rivers like the
Manuherekia, and much progress was made recently through the previous Chair Marian
Hobbs. Now that she has been deposed by disaffected Councillors and replaced by Councillor
Andrew Noone, it remains to be seen if that good work will be continued, but COES is
prepared to work with ORC in the hope that work on the health of our wai may continue.

or dreamy
utterance. They
shelter

The other group with a vested interest in the process is the agricultural sector. People in the
farming community, in particular, carry all sorts of burden currently. Public opinion has begun
to turn against them as certain practices, such as overuse of phosphates and winter grazing,
have come to light. Financially they have been under pressure from banks. And now the water
that they have relied upon to manage their stocking levels and income is under threat.

more than we can
say we know.

There is nothing to be gained by driving farmers into a corner. That is not a strategy likely to
produce change. Rather we need to find ways to work together with the sector in a period of
transition to more sustainable means of food production. We are all in this together in terms of
the environment, but farmers are the ones having to pay the price of making the change. It
may be that the way ahead is to establish a governmental transitional fund to help pay for such
measures as tree planting and fencing of waterways.

Brian Turner,
‘Listening to the
River’
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The Manuherekia
Any residents of Alexandra who might have been tempted to swim in the Manuherekia in
recent years near Shaky Bridge will have been quickly disabused of the notion. The water is
foul, and frequently has low levels in the summer months. This is a reminder that what is done
in the catchment areas of our waterways has clear and observable consequences.

“In the upper
reaches of the
river, it is the
river’s voice I
feel with my
skin, my
cheeks, my
ribs, my heart,
for the water
knows nothing
of what is to
come, only
from where it
has come:
waterfall,
spring, stream,
cleft, into this –
a ripple/tumble
so vociferous
and glassy and
light- filled, so
clattery and
fresh, that to
step into its
wild push is to
feel as if I too
have come
from gleam of
snow and will
end in the wide
surge of sea.
Jillian
Sullivan

Otago Fish & Game chief executive Ian Hadland recently said there had been a lot of talk by
the ORC about water quantity and not a lot about water quality. “There’s been report after
report after report over the past decade about the quality of the water in the Manuherikia
deteriorating.” In fact COES are represented on three of the Manuherekia Reference Groups
currently set up by the ORC.
But our members have been frustrated by the lack of progress toward making any distinct
improvement in the river itself. This is where the concept of ‘Te Mana o te Wai’ is so vitally
important. It’s only when the highest priority is given to this life-giving stream fed by the
mountains, that we will begin to gain a more wholesome respect for it. Currently it tends to be
regarded as a resource: something that exists to provide benefits for those who have access to
its water.
COES will continue to use our meagre resources to uphold the rights of the rivers of our
region, as we do for protection of landscapes and the preservation of the unique biodiversity of
Central Otago. We are confident that change will come one way or another – either through
the total collapse of our ecosystems, or a season of clarity when all of us understand what we
have to lose and commit to doing something about it. We work and hope for the latter.
Members of COES, Graye Shattky, Ray Wright, and Matthew Sole have been active on the
Manuherekia, participating in the MRG (Manuherekia Reference Group) meetings and giving
vital input. In addition we have been represented in groups set up by the ORC: Graye Shattky
on the Historical and Cultural Values group, Matthew Sole on the Ecosystems and Indigenous
Biodiversity group, and Jillian Sullivan on the Natural Character and Natural Features and
Landscapes RPS Reference Group.
Please support us by raising the profile of our precious river wherever you can in public and
private conversations, and particularly with ORC Councillors who have statutory
responsibility for Otago waterways. Every voice raised adds to an urgent conversation.

Meet the Candidates
There is a Meet the Candidates meeting in Ranfurly on August the 19th at 7.30 at Maniatoto
Rugby Club rooms in Ranfurly, which will include the Green Party candidate Sampsa Kiuru.
All welcome.

Reminder
Don’t forget submissions to the Environmental Protection Agency before 17th August 2020.
(www.epa.govt.nz/ORCplanchanges). If you need help through the process, check out this
page (https://www.epa.govt.nz/public-consultations/how-to-make-a-submission/)

COES
Our primary aims are:
The protection and preservation of the natural landscape and character of Central
Otago. This covers many values including landscape, amenity, aesthetic and Central
Otago’s endemic flora and fauna.
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Raising awareness of issues concerning the natural landscape, heritage and
resources of Central Otago with the wider public.
To encourage and support the Government, the Central Otago District Council, the
Otago Regional Council, the Department of Conservation and other statutory
authorities as appropriate, to establish policies and make decisions which will
preserve and enhance the special character of Central Otago’s landscapes, heritage
and resources for the benefits of future generations.

No one owns the water
No one owns the land
No one owns the ocean
No one owns the sands
Poet Christopher
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