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Future Direction for Regional Parks
1.
Purpose


This report was prepared in response to specific questions from Councillors on the feasibility of creating a Hutt River Regional Park and with regard to the future management of Whitireia Park.  

This report highlights key issues for the Landcare Committee to consider in relation to the future direction for Regional Parks.  It is also an early insight into some of the issues likely to arise through the next full review of the Council’s Long-term Financial Strategy.

2.
Current Policy in Facing the Future and Why That Policy Exists

When the current Long-term Financial Strategy (Facing the Future) was agreed in 1997, the Council stated in its Strategic Direction for Regional Parks:



“Over the next ten years the Council will concentrate on maintaining and enhancing existing regional parks and recreation areas”.

In the Challenges section of the Strategy, the Council recognised there was external pressure to create additional parks and for increased access to forests.  However, the Council was very clear that the current direction was to concentrate on maintaining and enhancing the existing parks and infrastructual assets.  Therefore, the Strategy did not make any provision for creating new Regional Parks or purchasing additional land for parks or recreation areas.


Prior to the Strategy, the Council had invested heavily in park development.  Kaitoke and Belmont Regional Parks were developed to a high standard.  Battle Hill Farm Forest Park was purchased and some development and restoration work completed.  Queen Elizabeth Park had been taken over (in 1990) in a largely run down state.  Land was also acquired (along with some buildings) for the East Harbour Regional Park.


Looking back, clearly some of the development and land acquisition was undertaken at the expense of existing asset maintenance.  This resulted in a backlog of deferred maintenance, made worse by inheriting Queen Elizabeth Park in a run down condition.  It was therefore appropriate to focus on existing assets, rather than taking on more land and assets and not properly maintaining what the Council already had.

Prudent asset management became the new initiative, spurred on by the “Cave Creek” tragedy in 1996.  We needed to improve our asset management planning and systems to and develop best practice planning procedures and maintenance operations across all our assets.


Regional Parks have largely worked through this.  The Council can now be confident that whenever we build something new or maintain existing assets, it will be done appropriately and to best practice standards.


Also during the last three years, we have focused on improving our connections with the community and the professionalism of the services we provide.  We now have a resident ranger at Queen Elizabeth Park, a Forest Lands Ranger, and the standard of ranging services throughout the parks, recreation areas and forests has improved.  Land management practices are also improved, e.g. pest control and greater efficiencies in the Operations area.  This provides a solid platform for the future.

3.
Looking to the Future
Now may be timely for the Council to take a wider focus on the role of Regional Parks and Council lands?  But difficult questions remain to be explored, debated and assessed:

· Where does the Council want to focus its efforts and financial resources with respect to its Regional Parks and Council lands for the next phase of the Long-term Financial Strategy (2000-2011)?

· Where does the Council want to position Regional Parks and Council lands in respect to other agencies delivering similar services (e.g. DoC and Territorial Authorities)?

· What levels of service (e.g. recreational facilities, environmental and heritage protection) does the Council want delivered to its Community through the provision of Regional Parks and the management of Council lands?  The same, different, better, bigger, or maybe even less?

· How can we achieve a more equitable distribution of Parks and recreational opportunities (e.g. all ethnic groups, localities) to the Regional community?

· How can we make better links to other Council functions and within Landcare (e.g. Flood Protection, Plantation Forestry, water catchments) as well as promoting stewardship of the land for future generations?

These questions will no doubt arise again during the next full review of the Long-term Financial Strategy, commencing in the second half of this year.

4. Tools To Analyse Whether A Regional Park Should Be Created

There are two tools that Regional Parks want to use to help provide the Council with the information it needs to resolve some to the questions posed earlier.  These are:

· a suggested Governance Continuum
· the values Signature and experiences offered by each area.
(1) The Governance Continuum
The Governance Continuum helps in the analysis of which level of government should be responsible for provision of and access to a broad range of outdoor experiences, along with environmental and heritage management.  All of which contribute to community wellbeing.  This model of appropriate levels of governance was introduced to Councillors at the Landcare Committee introductory workshop.  It basically shows that areas of national significance (e.g. National Parks) should largely be the responsibility of central government, areas of regional significance are generally regional government’s responsibility and areas of local significance (e.g. playing fields) should be the responsibility of territorial authorities.  Obviously, the lines become blurred at the fringes.  The following diagram illustrates this concept:
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(2)
Values Signatures and Experiences Offered?


In recent years, the establishment of a new Regional Park has been on the basis that it offered different experiences, while protecting the environmental and heritage values of the land.  (The Signatures incorporating recreational, environmental and heritage values were also introduced to Councillors at the Landcare Committee introductory workshop.)  These different experiences and values ensure variety in the park network, encouraging people to go to the different parks and targeting different types of users.  This is still a valid approach when considering the creation of new parks or recreation areas.

Each park had its own experience to offer and unique features and values.  For example:

· Kaitoke Regional Park – high quality natural forest, bush walks, water collection features.


· Belmont Regional Park – wide open spaces and hill tops, excellent views and recreation opportunities, World War II heritage features.

· Battle Hill Farm Forest Park – a working farm and forested areas, educational opportunities – a classroom in the field, a New Zealand Wars site.


· Queen Elizabeth Park – sandy beaches, coastal dune systems, World War II and Maori archaeological features.


· East Harbour Regional Park – a rugged rocky shore, lakes and wetlands, Maori archaeological features, historic lighthouses and bush walks.

The Council’s forests, recreation areas and water collection areas also add a variety of recreational opportunities, and environmental and heritage values to the regional park network.



There is still a need to further develop the existing parks, recreation areas and forests.  The Council’s role in facilitating public access and recreation management in the forests and water collection areas is continuing to increase greatly in response to public demand to use these areas.  There is also the potential for Regional Parks to contribute significantly to the Council’s proposed Environmental Education Initiative.



These increased roles will need to be balanced against all other Council priorities and pressures for new parks and recreation areas.

To facilitate this balancing act (through the next full review of the Long-term Financial Strategy) Regional Parks will assist Councillors by providing information on how each new development (whether on existing land or proposed areas) will provide new experiences.  Further, how the recreational, environmental and heritage values, combine to produce unique Signature.

5.
What Requests has the Council Received for New Regional Parks?

Over the last few years, the Council has received a number of requests for the creation of new Regional Parks, including:


(1)
Whitireia Park
The Department of Conservation, Whitireia Park Board and Porirua City Council have suggested that the Regional Council should take over control of Whitireia Park.  Prior to Christmas the Council received a formal application from the Park Board requesting that the Council take over control and management of the Park (to be reported through the Committee in due course).

The Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, in response to public complaints about the management and condition of Whitireia Park by the Park Board and Department of Conservation, confirmed the Park’s poor condition and recommended:

· More intensive and co-operative management by all parties presently interested in the Park; or

· Approaching the Wellington Regional Council to take over management of the Park.

The first option has not worked, so the second is now being pursued.

The Park is a large open space area with a rugged coastal margin.  Much of the Park is farmed.  A golf course occupies part of the Park.  According to the information provided by the Department of Conservation, recreational use is largely from people living in the Park environs.  Uses include walking, fishing, rock climbing, hang gliding, swimming and picnicking.  The Park contains some rare plants.  A number of Maori archaeological sites are present on the cliffs.  The Park is easily accessible to residents in the Titahi Bay and Porirua areas.

The land in the Park is of significance to Ngati Toa, who have lodged a claim on the land under the Treaty of Waitangi.

Money needs to be spent on the Park and its facilities to bring them up to appropriate standards.

It is likely that the Park Board will seek to retain some joint management of the Park if the Regional Council was to take over control, and the Crown retain ownership of the land.

(2)
Hutt River Trail
The Regional Council has been involved in the Hutt River Trail through its recreation and flood protection functions.  Both the Upper Hutt City Council and Hutt City Council own land along the river, as does the Regional Council.  The Hutt Rotary Clubs have contributed to the formation of the Trail and the facilities on it.

The Hutt River receives an estimated 1 million visitors a year.  This is more visitors than any of the Regional Parks.  The Hutt River corridor has significant recreational and flood protection values.

The Trail is used for a variety of activities including walking, cycling, swimming, canoeing, fishing and picnicking.

Responding to pressure for continued amenity and landscape enhancement and services to the community, the Flood Protection Group have a dilemma balancing the strict requirements of community flood protection against what has become (over the last 20 years) a significant visual and recreation resource.  

Last year, Flood Protection explored their environmental enhancement role with the Landcare Committee and received strong support for continuing to maintain the river edge and berms in a visually attractive and accessible way; though it was noted that this was at the expense of the strict Flood Protection function.  

Therefore, it would be appropriate to review the provision of amenity and landscape enhancement of the river corridor through the Long-term Financial Strategy (e.g. providing a dedicated ranger and other resources).  If a ranger is employed they could be responsible for amenity and landscape enhancement, as well as patrolling and enforcement activities, community liaison and events management (e.g. Arbor Day).

 (3)
East Harbour Regional Park
There are further expectations on the Council to make more of East Harbour Regional Park.  The Council purchased some land to create the Park; the Department of Conservation and the Hutt City Council own other land in and around the Park.

There is a Management Plan for the Park, but the area remains essentially undeveloped and with no provision in the Long-term Financial Strategy for improvements.  There are issues over obtaining public access to two areas of the Park owned by the Regional Council; Baring Head and the Lakes Block.  

The Park is high in all three Signature values; having nationally important lakes and wetland habitats, nationally rare plant species, regenerating bush, forests, numerous archaeological features, lighthouse heritage features and moderately high recreational values.

Recreational uses include walking, tramping, cycling, rock climbing, fishing, picnicking and duck shooting.

East Harbour is the only Regional Park without a resident ranger; although  Chris Wootton, Belmont Regional Park Ranger, undertakes limited patrolling.  There have also been discussions in the past about the Regional Council taking over control and management of some of the areas of land in the Park owned by the Department of Conservation and the Hutt City Council.

(4)
Rimutaka Incline Regional Park
The Regional Council owns and controls only part of the Rimutaka Incline Walkway (the section from State Highway 2, near Kaitoke, to Summit).  The Department of Conservation controls the portion from Summit to Cross Creek (on the Wairarapa side of the Rimutaka Range).

One suggestion is that the walkway and environs should be controlled by one organisation as a regional park.  Maintenance standards are different on each side of Summit.


The wider Pakuratahi Forest, where the walkway is located, is high in all three Signature values; heritage and ecological values and increasingly important for recreation.  Public demand to use the area and to protect its heritage and environmental values is putting pressure on the financial resources dedicated to recreation management and asset maintenance (e.g. restoration of the historic bridges, provision of car parking and signage) in the Forest. 


The Forest and Rimutaka Incline Walkway are used for walking, tramping, mountain biking, swimming, picnicking and hunting.

(5) Coastal Trail
A proposal was developed in 1991 to create a coastal trail following the coastline around the Region.  This would provide public access along the entire coastline, linking areas like Queen Elizabeth Park, Wellington South Coast (proposed), East Harbour Regional Park and the Hutt River Trail.  There is currently access to many areas of the coastline, but there are gaps limiting access along its entirety.  Some land may need to be purchased, or access easements or walkways provided over other areas.

Access to coastal areas is a matter of national importance in the Resource Management Act.

(6) Wellington South Coast
The Makara Guardians wrote to the Council towards the end of last year, asking the Council to buy the land south of Makara for a Regional Park.  ECNZ is considering a wind farm in this area.  The Wellington City Council also has an interest in this area becoming a park.

This proposal links in with the Coastal Trail proposal.

(7) Te Araroa – North Island Foot Trail
A proposal was developed by Te Araroa Trust for a walkway, running the length of the North Island.  Some portions of the proposed walkway pass through Regional Council land.  Funding would be required to develop the walkway on our land and through other areas of the Region.

(8) Wairarapa Regional Park
The Regional Council has no Regional Parks in the Wairarapa.

There are several opportunities for the development of a Regional Park in the Wairarapa that could add to the values and experiences of the existing park network.

(9)
River Corridors

Other opportunities exist for environmental protection and recreation along river corridors, for example the Waikanae or Otaki Rivers or rivers in the Wairarapa.  Public input into the Flood Plain Management Plans and Resource Consent processes for river management has supported the intent to bring river corridors into public ownership, over time.  These river corridors could be multi-purpose parks for flood protection, soil conservation, water quality, wildlife/ecological corridors and recreation on the water and land (e.g. Hutt River).

Access to rivers and the coast is a matter of national importance in the Resource Management Act.

6.
Where To From Here?

The Regional Parks Group can do as much or as little as the Council wants.


The choice is yours!


We will provide information, options, analysis and recommendations through the next full review of the Long-term Financial Strategy.  The options and recommendations can then be assessed against all of the Council’s funding priorities.

7.
Recommendation


That the Committee receives and notes the report.

Report prepared by:
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SUSAN EDWARDS



ANDREW ANNAKIN

Manager, Regional Parks (Strategy & Marketing)
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