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Report to the Landcare Committee

From Geoff Dick, Manager, Flood Protection (Operations)

Game Bird Hunting on the Otaki River

1. Purpose
To seek the Landcare Committee’s view on hunting for game birds (ducks and pheasants) on the Otaki River.

2. Background
The Otaki River bed has traditionally been seen as the closest available ‘public’ land, for hunting game birds, to Wellington.  However, in recent years with more active management of the river channel and its margin by this Council and adjacent landowners, some conflicts with hunters have occurred. 

In February 1996 a letter was received from the Wellington Fish & Game Council  (Attachment 1) requesting advice on access for game bird hunting on the Otaki River.  The subsequent response addressed some of the issues with hunting but did not provide a definitive policy position from the Council.  Since this exchange of letters, the issue of hunting on the Otaki River has not resolved itself.  In fact there has been some further conflict between Council staff and hunters.

Recently, Peter Hill, Manager of Fish & Game New Zealand (Wellington Region), requested that the matter be re-addressed. 

3.
Issues
The request for hunting access to the Otaki River bed raises a number of issues that need to be considered:

· Hunters must always gain the landowner’s permission before hunting on any land.  This applies to both public and private land. 

The Otaki River bed and margins are a combination of private title and public land.  The public land includes land in Wellington Regional Council (WRC) title, crown soil conservation reserve, crown land vested in the WRC, crown land leased to Winstone Aggregates Ltd and unvested crown land.

The WRC is responsible for managing the soil conservation reserve, and in effect is the agent for day to day management of the vested and unvested crown land.  Therefore hunters should get permission from the Council before hunting on this land.

· The Council obviously cannot grant permission to hunt on private land or the crown land leased to Winstone Aggregates Ltd, or grant permission for access to land managed by this Council where private land must be crossed. This means that granting of free access to the Otaki River bed is not an option.

· In granting permission to hunt on Council managed land, there is a duty to consider the safety of other river users and the safety of, and potential nuisance to, neighbouring property owners.  This would mean restricting hunting to shotgun only and probably having a limited hunting season.

· Game bird hunting should be consistent with the recently completed draft Environmental Strategy for the Otaki River which is also being presented to this (20 April 1999) Committee meeting.

· There is increasing pressure from the public for greater access to the Otaki River for a variety of activities.  In particular, the community would like to see walking access over the length of the river, preferably on both banks, from the sea to the gorge.  Hunting may conflict with other uses, including walking.

· A grazing lease has been let for the left bank of the river from the State Highway downstream to the Katihiku gate.  Grazing of the stopbank and berm saves the cost of mowing.

· The Chrystalls bend lagoons were created as part of the Chrystalls bend realignment project.  One of the aims of the planting and lagoon creation was to provide enhanced habitat for a variety of wildlife.  A search of the files provides no insight as to whether hunting of ducks on the lagoon was contemplated or indeed consistent with the original aims of the project.

4.
Potential Hunting Areas
After considering the above issues, the following areas have been identified which Council could provide hunting access to (Attachment 2):

Duck Hunting: Estuary adjacent to the Rangiuru Outlet (duck hunting already occurs at this location), and Chrystalls Bend lagoon (subject to access being granted across the Winstone Aggregates lease).
Upland Game/Pheasant Hunting: South bank – State Highway 1 to the Katihiku gate.

Other areas are potentially available but have been removed from further consideration at this stage mainly because of landowner issues.  The north bank, upstream of Chrystalls, includes a mix of private and public land.  The north bank downstream of State Highway 1 includes the area leased to Winstone Aggregates and is relatively close to Otaki township.

5.
Game Bird Hunting Seasons
Game bird hunting is strictly regulated to hunting seasons and all hunters must hold an appropriate hunting license issued by Fish & Game New Zealand. 

For the Wellington area, the duck hunting is 1 May to 27 June.  The pheasant hunting season is 1 May to 8 August.  It is likely that any permission granted would be for only part of these hunting seasons.

6.
Options

There are three broad positions the Committee could take on game bird hunting on the Otaki River:

1.
No hunting is allowed on Council managed land.

2. Controlled hunting is allowed at identified locations.
3. Free access is allowed to Council managed land.
Option 3 is not considered a viable option.  Concerns with uncontrolled access include public safety, conflict with other recreational users, vandalism and trespass onto privately owned land.

Option 1 is the policy position the Landcare Committee should take if it considers that game bird hunting is not compatible with the recreational uses and conservation values of the Otaki River corridor it wishes to promote.  The Landcare Committee should note that hunting is briefly mentioned, positively, on pages 10 and 12 of the draft Otaki River Environmental Strategy.

Option 2 is considered a viable option and does offer limited opportunity for continued game bird hunting on the Otaki River.  Under this option access would be allowed to specific areas of the Otaki River (see Section 4 above) for a specific number of weekends or weeks of the hunting season.  Fish and Game New Zealand have offered to manage this on behalf of Council by balloting the hunting opportunities amongst license holders.

It is considered that a proposal along these lines could address all the issues raised in Section 3 of this report.  Some further research including legal advice on Health and Safety matters and other potential liabilities for the Council would be required before a proposal is finalised.  Some limited consultation with the community may be appropriate.

7.
Recommendations
That the Landcare Committee:

(1) Receive this report and note its contents.

(2) Support Option 2, controlled game bird hunting on the Otaki River at specific locations, and requests officers to prepare a detailed proposal in conjunction with Fish & Game New Zealand for approval by the Committee.
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