
 
 
 

MOKIHINUI RIVER HYDRO-DAM PROPOSAL 
 

Assessment of Landscape and Visual Effects  
 
 

Prepared for Meridian Energy Limited by Peter Rough  Landscape Architects Limited 
December 2007 

 



 2 

 
 

MOKIHINUI RIVER HYDRO PROPOSAL 

Assessment of Landscape and Visual Effects  

 

 

Prepared for 

Anderson Lloyd Lawyers 

On behalf of  

  Meridian Energy Limited 

by 
 

Peter Rough Landscape Architects Limited 
St Elmo Courts 
47 Hereford Street 
P. O. Box 3764 
CHRISTCHURCH 
 
Tel:  03 366-3268 
Fax:  03 377-8287 
 
 
December  2007 

 
 

      



 3 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Summarised below are the main conclusions arising from this landscape assessment. 
 
·  The receiving environment is not a high profile or iconic landscape. 
·  The affected landscape is not visible from major public vantage points. 
·  The site is not a popular destination. 
·  The affected landscape is mountainous, and therefore has the potential to visually 

overwhelm the proposed dam and associated infrastructure, thereby significantly 
diminishing its appearance. 

·  The proposed dam is in keeping with the pattern of similar engineered structures located 
elsewhere on the West Coast. 

·  The view catchment from where the proposed dam can be seen is confined to a very small 
area within Seddonville Flats. 

·  The Mokihinui Gorge in which the proposed dam and reservoir lake will be located, has very 
high natural character, but is not assessed as being an outstanding natural feature or 
landscape  in accordance with RMA s6(b) matters. 

·  The Buller District Plan does not consider the Mokihinui Gorge to be an outstanding natural 
feature or landscape. 

·  The natural character of the river is high and is assessed as having RMA s6(a) importance. 
·  The proposed reservoir lake will maintain the s6(a) importance of the waterway, and even 

though its specific landscape character will change, its generic naturalness will not. 
·  The visual relationship of the proposed reservoir lake to its surrounds will remain the same 

as that of the existing river. 
·  The reservoir lake will display a very high level of visual amenity 
·  The combination of contextual and design factors significantly reduce the visual effects of 

the dam, and these are as follows: 
- the dam is located at a major topographic change point, that is between the   

mountains and Seddonville Flats 
- the dam is visually inert, although the spillway will occasionally introduce ephemeral 

movement 
- the dam will be in shadow for most of the day, depending on the time of year  
- the foreground bush and intervening landform will visually screen the bottom half of 

the dam and associated infrastructure from view 
- the dam will have a landform backdrop, and will therefore not intrude the skyline 
- foreground views of the dam are modified by human activity to varying degrees. 

 
·  The proposed transmission line will have very little visual bulk, and will therefore have a high 

level of transparency enabling visibility of the landscape to be maintained. 
·  The transmission line route is not located within the visual catchment of major public 

vantage points. 
·  The ephemeral effects of construction on the landscape will be avoided, remedied or 

mitigated. 
·  Overall it is assessed that the adverse effects of the proposal on the landscape are not more 

than minor, or are otherwise avoided, remedied and mitigated to a point where adverse 
effects are less than minor. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION  

      1.1  Project Description  

            1.1.2  Location  
 

Meridian Energy Limited (Meridian) is currently investigating a hydro development on the Mokihinui River, 
referred to as the Mokihinui Hydro Proposal (MHP).  The Mokihinui River is in the Buller District and is located on 
the north western coast of the South Island, approximately 40km north of Westport.  The proposed dam site is 
approximately 3km upstream of the township of Seddonville (Figure 1).  

 The Mokihinui River has a catchment area of approximately 68,000 ha above the dam site.  The north and south 
branches of the river drain a large inland basin formed by the Glasgow, Lyell, Matiri, Allen and Radiant Ranges 
and meet at the Mokihinui Forks about 27km upstream of the river mouth.  The river then passes through the 
steep-sided Mokihinui Gorge and a short lowland valley before discharging into the Tasman Sea at the coastal 
settlement of Mokihinui. 
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 1.1.3 Introduction to Landscape Assessment 
 
 The purpose of this report is to identify the landscape, natural character and visual amenity 

values of the site, and the potential effects of the construction of a proposed dam, its 
reservoir, new roads, power transmission lines, powerhouse and associated infrastructure, 
and substations associated with the project. 

 
 Landscape and natural character effects are relevant to Sections 6(a) and 6(b) of the 

Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA).  Such effects can be regarded as the consequence 
of changes in the natural and physical landscape.  The proposal will bring about changes in 
the character of, and the perceived value ascribed to, the landscape and how this is 
experienced with regard to effects. 

 Visual effects are an issue that relates to Sections 7(c) and 7(f) of the RMA.  Such effects 
are concerned with the changes that arise in the composition of a view as a result of 
changes to the landscape and with people’s responses to those changes.  People’s 
responses to changes are linked to visual amenity.  

 The first part of this report will provide an introductory description of the project. This will 
include a description of the proposed dam and associated infrastructure, inundation area 
and transmission line. 

 The second part will involve an assessment of the regional setting in relation to the location 
of the proposal. The broad aim is to ascertain the effects of the proposal in relation to its 
wider landscape setting. This is important because landscape effects are strongly linked to 
context, where such matters as rarity and public perception are a consideration. 

 The third part of the report will consider the relevant statutory documents with particular 
regard to landscape matters. The aim here is to determine to what extent the proposal 
conforms or departs from statutory outcomes anticipated for the site. 

 The fourth part of the report involves a detailed assessment of the five identified landscape 
units affected by the proposal.  Here discussion will include an assessment of landscape 
character, natural character and visual effects and measures to avoid, remedy or mitigate 
adverse effects.  

The final parts of the report will be summaries and conclusions on landscape, natural 
character and visual effects with regard to the visual assessment and relevant 
considerations under the statutory documents. 

 
 1.1.4      Proposed Dam and Inundation Area  
 
 The Mokihinui River at the proposed dam site has a mean flow of 90 cumecs and a median 

flow of 46 cumecs.  The flow regime is characterised by many varied flood flows, including 
some large floods, but flows are below 105 cumecs for 80% of the time.   

 
Development of the MHP would require the construction of a hydro dam, approximately 3 
km upstream from the township of Seddonville and 11km upstream of the mouth of the river. 
An 80m to 85m high concrete gravity dam would be constructed using Roller Compacted 
Concrete (RCC) technology.  RCC construction for dams is used extensively throughout the 
world as they are safe, strong and fast to construct.  The installed generation capacity at the 
proposed dam will be 65 to 85MW (current peak demand on the West Coast is 65MW) and 
will produce 310 to 360 GWh p.a. of renewable generation.   
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 The proposed dam would create a 335 hectare ‘ribbon’ lake (Figure 2) that would extend  
approximately 14km upstream of the dam and would generally be around 200m wide ( 500m 
at it widest point).  The lake does not extend to the Mokihinui Forks area, the confluence of 
the North and South Branch of the Mokihinui River, located approximately 2km further 
upstream from the proposed lake.  By design the inland extent of the proposed lake would 
not inundate any part of the Mokihinui Forks Ecological Reserve.  The full supply level of the 
proposed lake would be 100m above mean sea level with an operational range of 3m (100m 
to 97m above sea level).  Under normal conditions the river at the proposed dam site is 23m 
above sea level, producing at net head of approximately 77m at the dam. 

 

 The 335 hectares of inundated area is administered by three land owners: 

·  Department of Conservation (DoC) deemed Stewardship Land (approx. 210ha).  The 
deemed Stewardship Land is managed for the purposes of protection of its natural and 
historic values, but has no special protection status.  

·  The riverbed is administered by Land Information New Zealand (LINZ) and equates to 
approximately 90ha. 

·  The balance of the land is road reserve (approx. 35ha) under the control of the Buller 
District Council.  
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Figure 2: MHP Inundation Area 
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1.1.5    Proposed Transmission Line   
 
A new transmission line is proposed from the dam site across the Stockton Plateau to link with the 
existing Inangahua-Waimangaroa 110 kV transmission line in the upper Waimangaroa valley, a 
total length of approximately 29 km.  The proposed transmission route is shown on Figure 3.  The 
route south of Charming Creek Road is still under review with DoC and Solid Energy.    
 
From the Mokihinui dam site the proposed route follows the true left bank of the Mokihinui River to 
intersect with the Charming Creek Road just south east of Seddonville.  The line roughly follows the 
road and then bears to the east of the Charming Creek walkway, running roughly parallel to it as far 
as the Ngakawau River.  Meridian is making every reasonable effort to locate the transmission line 
to minimise potential effects on users of the walkway.  The route crosses the Ngakawau River 
gorge east of its confluence with the Mangatini Stream.  From the Ngakawau gorge the route runs 
along the Weka Creek plateau and then south across the Stockton Plateau to the upper 
Waimangaroa valley. 
 
The majority of the transmission line will be constructed using poles (not lattice-towers or ‘pylons’) 
approximately 18m high.  Four 50m high steel lattice towers are proposed on Solid Energy land 
where spans approximately 500m long are required across a proposed haul road.  A number of 
poles up to 45 m high are proposed in the Ngakawau gorge area to reduce vegetation clearance 
requirements. The transmission line will carry three power conductors (power lines) and a single 
line containing a fibre optic cable and earth wire (the fibre optic cable is for communication 
associated with dam operation). 
 
The proposed transmission line will connect into the existing Transpower line (Inangahua to 
Westport B line) between towers 46 and 47where a new substation will be constructed immediately 
adjacent to the Cedar Creek road. The substation will be very similar in appearance to the existing 
Reefton substation and will consist of two areas. The main substation area will be approximately 
65m wide by 70m long enclosed by a security fence. Adjacent to this, an area approximately 20m 
wide by 30m long will house a substation building and car park. Switching, measuring and 
communications equipment will be located in the substation with the highest structure being a 
communications pole that may be up to 35 m high. Transformers may also be located within the 
substation area to enable the voltage to be stepped down to a level suitable to supply the local 
network. The building will contain control, communications and monitoring equipment and their 
associated power supplies.  

The preferred transmission line passes over the following properties whose owners have been 
consulted with regarding route selection: 

·  Legal road administered by Buller District Council;  

·  Private land owned by Ngai Tahu Holdings and one other private landowner; 

·  Stewardship Land and an Ecological Area administered by DoC;  

·  LINZ land, over which Solid Energy has a mining permit. 
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Figure 3: MHP Transmission Line Location  
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2.0 THE MOKIHINUI LANDSCAPE SETTING 
   

 2.1 Introduction 
 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overall impression of the site’s landscape setting. 
The reason for doing this is to determine to what extent the proposal maintains, or 
otherwise, existing landscape patterns.  
 
It should also be noted that as part of any resource consent application the Buller District 
Plan requires AEE information to include a description of the ‘physical’ and ‘landuse’ 
environment in which the proposal is located. The description is to include information on 
landforms, land slopes, soils, and current and future land use. 

 
 An underlying principle of this chapter is recognition that the landscape is subject to a 

hierarchy of character.  It ranges in scale from the broad general character of the entire 
West Coast down to local detail in the vicinity of the site. On this basis the overall West 
Coast character will be described first, followed by a more detailed description of the local 
setting.  

 
 It is also important to acknowledge that the landscape is subject to ongoing natural and 

physical processes, which in turn mean that they are undergoing constant change. While the 
site context description to follow is largely a ‘snapshot in time’, the landscape is also a 
product of natural and physical history. In a sense the proposal is inextricably a part of that 
process.  In this chapter an attempt is therefore made to identify the antecedent 
circumstances of the proposal within the context of its landscape setting.  

 
 
 2.2 The Regional Setting  
 
 The West Coast is proportionately an elongated region approximately 650km long. It is 

sandwiched between the Tasman Sea to the west and the crest of the Southern Alps to the 
east.  The proposed dam  is located at the northern end of the Coast and is approximately 
11km inland from the mouth of the Mokihinui River. 

 
 Topographically the West Coast is predominantly mountainous, with narrow coastal plains 

and many river valleys.  The latter range from the very large river systems (for example, the 
Buller, Grey, Taramakau, Hokitika) to small streams and creeks. In terms of its size, the 
Mokihinui is somewhat smaller than the aforementioned rivers, but is one of the largest 
north of Westport, with the Karamea being another along with the lesser Little Wanganui, 
Kohaihai and Heaphy.  Scattered small lakes are also common on the Coast, but there are 
very few of any great size in the vicinity of the site. The nearest substantial lake is Brunner 
approximately 190km to the south.  

 
 The coastal margin and Southern Alps are the major topographic features most closely 

associated with the West Coast in the publics’ mind’s eye, (refer to Photograph 1).  This is 
evident in the myriad ‘coffee table’ books and tourist brochures celebrating the Coast’s 
landscape.   

 
 The West Coast landscape is highly assertive in its presence. The major landforms have a 

significant, if not sublime, presence. All of this arises from the dominance of formidably 
steep and rugged mountains countered by an equally dramatic and imposing coastline. The 
narrowness of the coastal plain compounds this effect.  As a consequence manmade 
objects generally appear subservient, and in many instances precarious, in such a 
landscape setting. 



 

 13 

 
 As mentioned, the landscape is subject to a hierarchy of component parts or elements.  So 

where the major landscape features unequivocally exert their presence throughout the 
Coast, less dominant, but important sub-features nonetheless contribute significantly to the 
Coast’s landscape – the lakes, bush, rivers, creeks, karst landforms, and manmade 
features. 

 

    
 

Photograph 1:  The front and back cover of the official West Coast visitor guide highlights 
the region’s most prominent landscape features – the Southern Alps and the coastline. 

 
 
 The Mokihinui would fall into this latter sub-feature category, and given its location and scale 

could not be considered part of the Southern Alps or coastal environment.  Indeed the Main 
Divide is approximately 80 kilometres directly to the east of the Mokihinui. It is therefore not 
part of the Coast’s two major landscape features. Instead the Mokihinui drains a system of 
seaward mountains comprising the Lyell, Matiri, Glasgow and Radiant ranges, which in turn 
continue as the Paparoa Range to the south.  Based on the promotional literature, the 
former do not figure prominently in the public imagination. Indeed, the Mokihinui hardly rates 
a mention in any popular literature.  And in this sense it has to be concluded that the general 
publics’ view of the Mokihinui is ‘terra incognita.’ Or to put it another way, it does not rank as 
one of the West Coast’s iconic or well known landscapes. This does not necessarily detract 
from its landscape quality though. The fact that the Mokihinui is not well known adds to its 
mystique as a remote wilderness landscape. There are many landscapes on the West Coast 
that assume that mantle, and indeed it is one of the prevalent characteristics that the West 
Coast is commonly associated with.   
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 What is promoted though is the Coast’s sense of isolation, remoteness and wildness. 

Official tourist information describes the area as being ‘…somewhat isolated by the 
Southern Alps.’  It then observes that the Coast ‘…is New Zealand’s wild side, known for its 
natural beauty and dominated by cascading rivers, rainforests, glaciers and geological 
treasures. Maori legends and stories are abundant throughout this untamed landscape.’1  
Factually and mythically the West Coast landscape conveys a sense of relative isolation, 
where human activity has a somewhat precarious relationship with nature.  

 
 The site sits comfortably within the above description. The Mokihinui gorge is an ‘untamed, 

wild’ landscape. It is also remote.  And it displays a high level of natural beauty. The West 
Coast landscape is very dynamic, aided and abetted by a vigorous climate, and the site is 
not immune from these conditions.  These aspects will be described in more detail in the 
following chapter.  

 
Land use includes, in order of greatest area of land area involved and therefore 
predominance; conservation, pastoral farming, mining, and urban settlements (three major 
towns Greymouth, Hokitika and Westport) with many small settlements. Exotic forestry is 
also present, but is not extensive.  Minor extractive industries are common also and include 
fishing, gold mining, white- baiting, cement manufacturing and moss collection.  

 
 Tourism is a major activity but, in proportion to its substantial economic prowess, it has a 

relatively small effect on apparent land use. Tourism is nonetheless dependent on the 
prevalent landscape conditions that constitute the Coast’s unique selling point. The 
proposed dam and its lake will doubtless have an effect on tourism in the area and this will 
be addressed in the report by Greenaway and Associates. 

 
 Compared to other areas in New Zealand, the West Coast has a relatively large natural 

landscape area in proportion to that which is modified. The latter occurs almost entirely on 
valley floors and coastal plain, although some mining and exotic forestry occurs at higher 
altitudes.  Promotional material puts a great deal of emphasis on the Coast’s natural 
landscape – indeed the key illustrations in the Official Visitor Guide are entirely of natural 
features or adventure activities within.  Human interaction with the Coast’s environment is 
nonetheless an important feature, particularly with regard to its heritage, and it too is heavily 
promoted.  

 
 The West Coast has a long history of human interaction largely revolving around extractive 

industries such as mining and milling. Spread throughout the Coast are the relics of such 
activity. In these general areas the modern day equivalent continues today. Such relics are 
a celebrated characteristic of the West Coast landscape. Of this the 20052 draft West Coast 
Conservation Management Strategy observes  

 
 ‘The character of the people of the West Coast has long been shaped by the character of 

the landscape they inhabit. Their industries have been based on the region’s natural 
resources and their lives are often dependent on the disposition of elemental forces.’ 3  

 

                                                
1 Westland i-SITE visitor centre (Internet web site). 
2  The 2005 draft CMS is prepared by the Department of Conservation under the Conservation Act, and has 
since been superseded by the 2007 version. The excerpt cited from the 2005 draft CMS is included because 
it succinctly summarises human interaction with the West Coast environment. 
3 The 2007 draft CMS deletes the last sentence cited and replaces it with the words ‘Poutini Ngai Tahu 
depended on the natural resources found here and later arrivals founded industries based on these 
resources. [2.2.1.2] 
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 The proposed dam will continue this tradition of human interaction with the West Coast’s 
‘…disposition of elemental forces.’ 

 
 
 2.3 The Local Setting  
 
 By way of introducing the landscape character of the site and its regional setting, reference 

is made to the 2007 draft West Coast Conservation Management Strategy (draft CMS). This 
is because it provides a succinct summarisation of landscape character in the area. A fuller 
description will follow based on site specific observations. 

 
According to the draft CMS the West Coast has seven distinct sub-regional areas (otherwise 
referred to as ‘CMS Places’) – the Karamea, Kawatiri, Inangahua, Mawhera, Paparoa, 
Hokitika, and Te Wahi Pounamu. The Mokihinui is in the Kawatiri Place sub-region. 

 
The draft CMS identifies the Mokihinui catchment as being part of the Kawatiri landscape 
and management sub region. It describes the area as being; 

 
  ‘…the most geologically complex part of the Conservancy with the greatest diversity of 

landforms and varied landscapes. Among its most distinctive features are the deep gorges 
carved through the coastal ranges by the Buller Kawatiri and Mokihinui Rivers, and the 
rolling uplands of the Denniston and Stockton coal plateau.’ [4.2.2.5] 

 
 The draft CMS then notes that as a result of this complex geology the area ‘…has also had 

a major impact on the economic life of Buller communities’. Thus the draft CMS paints a 
picture of human activity being inextricably linked to the region’s natural resources, and that 
this is explicit.  That is, apparent human activity in the area describes the resource in a way 
that is perhaps more pronounced than might be the case anywhere else in the country. 

 
 Because of the historic interaction of human activity with the natural environment, the draft 

CMS recognises that ‘Historic sites are one of the most important features of Kawatiri and 
also one of the major attractions of its public conservation lands.’ [4.2.2.3]. 

 
 The latter are an important feature of the Charming Creek Walkway which essentially follows 

the route of an historic bush tramway. The proposed transmission lines are located in the 
vicinity of this walkway, the effects of which will be described in more detail later.  Denniston 
Plateau is also another important historic site recognised in the draft CMS. 

 
 A relevant observation in the draft CMS relates to the ‘Considerable feats of engineering to 

bring coal down to the coastal lowlands…’ and although this is a reference to coal 
extraction, it nonetheless highlights one of the salient manmade features that characterises 
the landscape in the area. It also acknowledges that the remnants of past industrial activity 
have important visitor appeal. The proposed dam will fall into this category and as such 
would not be out of keeping within the historical and geographical context of its wider West 
Coast setting. The draft CMS comments also foretell the potential visitor appeal of a feature 
such as the proposed dam. 

 
 The draft CMS description then goes on to note that ‘Key features include the Buller Kawatiri 

and Mokihinui Rivers, with their white water rafting opportunities…’ [4.2.2.7].  While this 
recreational interest will be addressed by Greenaway and Associates in the recreation 
section of the AEE report, it is important to acknowledge that it is the landscape that enables 
such activity to occur.  

 
 To describe how the local setting is perceived a useful starting point would be to focus on 

how the lay person experiences the landscape when approaching it from further afield. For 
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virtually everyone heading toward the site, the landscape would initially be experienced from 
State Highway 67. This would apply to visitors and local residents equally, given that the 
latter mostly reside on or are close to the highway.  

 
 The highway has no northern entrance or exit, so that everyone, who enters the area by 

road comes from the south. This means that every encounter with the site environs is going 
to be initially from this direction.  

 
 Westport is the logical starting point for the journey north, since everyone not residing in the 

area has to pass through it to get to the Mokihinui. After travelling through the confines of 
the Alps or south along the coast road the landscape opens up dramatically upon entering 
Westport. Moving northwards the relatively wide coastal plain begins to narrow from 
Waimangaroa on until it all but disappears at Granity. From here the coastal escarpment 
squeezes the coastal plain into a very narrow strip of less than 200m wide and about 15km 
long. Eastwards the bush clad escarpment rises steeply to at least 400masl resulting in a 
heightened sense of confinement along the narrow coastal strip.  

 
 A brief respite from this sense of confinement occurs at the settlement of Nikau where, to a 

modest extent, the land opens up. It is at this point that people first encounter the Mokihinui 
River environment, which the road follows for a short distance before turning inland over the 
Karamea Hill. As soon as the traveller turns inland, initially following the river, the 
surrounding hills momentarily close in again. A small alluvial plain is then encountered and 
then the hills form a pinch point where the road crosses the Mokihinui River before 
ascending Karamea Hill.  

 
  
 

              
 

Photograph 2: Seddonville from approximately 3000m a.s.l showing the alluvial basin the 
settlement occupies, and the dam site – arrowed. 
 
If Seddonville is the destination, the traveller enters the pinch point and then quickly 
emerges onto the largely rural flats which support the settlement.  On a topographic map 
these flats appear balloon shaped, and consequently they appear as a basin entirely 
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contained by the surrounding hills.  The road runs through the middle of these pastoral flats.   
The Mokihinui River forms the northern boundary at the base of the hillside (refer 
Photograph 2). 

 
 The Mokihinui Road continues up the valley where again the hills gradually close in and 

then acutely constrict the valley at the proposed dam site.  Shortly hereafter the road comes 
to an end.  

 
 The Seddonville Flats are not the final open space on the Mokihinui though. Once through 

the river gorge which would contain the lake (some 14km upstream of the proposed dam 
site), the landscape opens onto extensive flats at the point where the north and south 
branches of the Mokihinui River converge, otherwise known as ‘The Forks’. There is no 
vehicle access through the gorge, but a rough tramping track exists, giving access to these 
uppermost flats. Relatively recent landslides have affected sections of this track to the 
extent that access to The Forks by tramping can be fairly described as difficult or 
challenging. 

 
 So, from the point of view of the lay person, the landscape essentially comprises a series of 

openings and closings. These become increasingly pronounced the further north of 
Westport one travels. Further, while the highway hugs the coastline, the expanse of the 
ocean significantly contributes to a sense of openness to the west. This however is absent 
within the Seddonville Flats area due to the fact that they are inland. And also, because they 
are almost entirely enclosed by surrounding hills, the nearby presence of ocean is not 
readily discernable, although the horizon does open up in that direction.  

 
 A product of the opening and enclosure is the effect it has on the proximity or otherwise of 

horizons.  Oceanside the horizon is distant and therefore expansive.  Landward proximity of 
the horizon is highly variable, depending on how wide the coastal plain and alluvial flats are.  
So in this instance the horizon is very close to the state highway where it goes from Granity 
to the Mokihinui.  There are points here where it is within 500 horizontal metres from the 
road looking directly due east.  From within the Seddonville Flats the horizon or skyline is 
variable depending on viewer location, but generally is not more than 5km distant.  The 
closer one moves toward the dam site, the closer the eastern horizon becomes as the 
Glasgow Range increasingly dominates the view. 

 
 The reason why horizon or skyline proximity is important is that it has implications 

concerning views of the dam and transmission line. This will be discussed in more detail 
later, suffice to say that in principle proximate horizons can effectively obscure views of 
objects.  In this case these will include the dam and transmission line.  

 
 In this regard, other variables also come into play that are a function of topography.  These 

variables principally include elevation of objects and viewer.  Generally the higher of either 
will increase viewing opportunities. It is worth noting that the highway and housing in the 
vicinity of the site are generally at very low elevation, as is the dam site.  The only exception 
to this is where the highway travels over the Karamea Hill, the views from which will be 
discussed later.   

 
 A second variable concerns the density and height of roadside and other vantage point 

vegetation. This too can have an obscuring effect.  And one of the commonest landscape 
features of the area is the extensive presence of mature native bush. 

 
 Returning to the fundamental topographic character of the area, there is a direct correlation 

between landform and land use. That is, most human activity occurs on the coastal plain 
and river flats and valleys. Of necessity the proposed dam site is located in a river valley. 
The only exception is the coal mining activity on the elevated Stockton and Denniston 
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plateaus. The proposed transmission line will run through the former and terminate at the 
latter. Some exotic forests are present in the hill country, and the transmission line will pass 
through a stand of this just south of Seddonville. 

 
 Concerning land use, one of the prominent characteristics of the West Coast is the striking 

contrast between areas of human activity and the natural environment.  The natural 
environment, comprising areas of little or no human induced modification, is highly 
prominent throughout the West Coast. This is in large part due to the generally rugged, 
steep and inaccessible terrain that exists on the Coast.  

 
  It is also quite common to encounter historically modified areas, resulting from such activity 

as gold mining and timber milling, which are reverting to a natural state.  The landscape of 
Charming Creek Walkway is an example of this process, where previously milled and mined 
areas are reverting to native bush, (refer Photograph 3). 

 
 

 
 

Photograph 3:  Showing natural regeneration comprising manuka on previously milled land 
(arrowed) with mature bush in the background, beyond which the proposed transmission 
line will run. Photograph location – Charming Creek Walkway. 

 
The transition from bush or other natural features to modified landscape is usually quite 
abrupt on the West Coast.  Such boundaries commonly occur where significant changes in 
topography meet, for example at the point where hill slopes meet flats.  This is a particularly 
common feature of the landscape in the region of the site (refer again Photograph 2). That is 
the natural environment, which is mostly confined to hill slopes, closely abuts the modified 
environment, which mostly occurs on lowland flats.  The result is a high level of contrast 
between each, not only in terms of land use, but also with regard to topography.  So in the 
latter steep hills contrast with alluvial flats and plains, and this in turn contrasts with the 
prevailing pastoral activity and native bush.  With regard to Meridian’s proposal, this 
fundamental relationship will not change, and will be discussed in more detail later.  

 
 
 2.4 The Component Landscape Units 
 
 It is evident in the preceding discussion that within the overall local environment there are a 

number of areas that have their own distinctive landscape character.  These are easily 
identified because of the strong topographic boundaries that exist between them. Also, as 
alluded to, variations in land use reinforce these boundaries.  These distinctive areas are 
referred to as ‘landscape units.’  
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 It is important to recognise these units because the effects of the proposal have a direct 

correlation to the landscape in which it is located. For example, the potential effects of the 
proposal may be more adverse in a landscape unit with high natural character, compared to 
one with low natural character.   

 
 The landscape of the site and its immediate surrounds comprises five recognisably distinct 

landscape units (refer to Appendix 1, Map 1). These are as follows; 
 

·  Mokihinui Gorge. 
 

·  Seddonville Flats. 
 

·  Charming Creek (access road and walkway). 
 

·  Stockton Plateau. 
 

·  Denniston Plateau. 
 
 The Appendix 1 Map 1 shows the location and extent of each of these landscape units. Of 

these, the Mokihinui landscape unit will contain the proposed dam and lake, although the 
dam is essentially located at the boundary between the gorge and Seddonville Flats.  The 
remaining units are affected by the transmission line and substation at Denniston. 

 
 The assessment of effects discussed in chapter 4.0 is based on the five landscape units 

identified above. The landscape character of each of these units will be discussed in more 
detail in chapter 4.0.  

 
 
2.5 Key Findings 
 

·  The site is not located within the West Coast’s salient landscape features, namely 
 the Southern Alps and the coastline. 

 
·  The proposal continues a tradition of human interaction with the environment that 
 in its nature and location is typical of the West Coast. 

 
·  That the site is in an area that is relatively isolated and remote. 

 
·  The site is in an area that is not on the ‘beaten tourist track’ and therefore is 
 located in a low profile setting. 

 
·  The proposed dam is located at a low elevation on the edge of an  alluvial plain, and 
 therefore maintains current land use patterns in relationship to their topographic 
 settings. 

 
·  Most man-made structures are subservient within the expansiveness of the West 

Coast landscape, which means that it has the capacity in most circumstances to 
absorb human activity, including all of the structures associated with the proposal. 

 
·  The proposal is in keeping with most land use activities on the West Coast where 
 activity attests to the character of natural conditions. 
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·  The presence of the Mokihinui River gorge is not easily discerned from key vantage 
points. 

 
·  The Mokihinui river gorge displays a high level of landscape homogeneity, 
 which essentially will not change as a result of the  dam and lake.  

 
·  The interface between the water body and the surrounding terrain will also remain 
 much the same as it is now.  

 
·  The characteristic rapids and pools of the Mokihinui River will be lost to inundation 

throughout the length of the gorge. 
 

·  The narrow width of the river emphasises the incised nature of the gorge, which will 
be lessened by the greater width of the proposed lake. Nevertheless, the lake will still 
appear as a long narrow water body. 

 
·  Direct views to the dam site at river level are not possible from the Seddonville 

settlement. 
 

·  All of the Seddonville Flats are modified to some degree, and because of this 
 they have a significantly greater capacity to  absorb change compared to the more 
 pristine natural environment of the gorge. 

 
·  The hills that surround Seddonville Flats will mean that the  transmission line and top 
 of dam will have a land based backdrop –  that is, none of these features will 
 intrude the skyline. 

 
·  The natural character of the landscape in the Charming Creek area increases the 
 further west or downstream one travels, meaning that it becomes increasingly 
 sensitive to modification. 

 
·  For about half its extent the Stockton Plateau landscape has a high level of 

modification due to mining, with the rest, apart from the presence of 4WD tracks, 
being highly natural.  It is also generally devoid of tall trees. This means that the 
transmission line will have a high degree of visibility across the, albeit modified, 
plateau landscape.  

 
·  The Stockton Plateau is not readily visible to the public due to its elevation and 
 intervening ridgelines. This means that the  transmission line will not be generally 
 visible to the public.  

 
·  Because of the expansive landscape scale of the plateau, relatively low bulk man-

made objects such as the transmission line will not be dominant features. 
 

·  Because of the hummocky nature of the landscape on Denniston Plateau, views to 
natural and physical features will be erratic. 

 
·  Both the Stockton and Denniston plateaus are ‘working’ landscapes in addition to 

containing a mix of historic remnants and natural features. The transmission line and 
substation will be in keeping with the character of the plateaus.  
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3.0 RELEVANT STATUTORY AND POLICY DOCUMENTS 
 

 
3.1 The Relevant Statutory Documents 
 
 Listed below are the statutory documents relevant to landscape matters in the context of  the 
 MHP.  
 
3.1.1 The Resource Management Act (1991) (RMA)  
 
 The key provisions are: 
 

·  Section 6(a) concerning the preservation of the natural character of waterbodies, 
including rivers and their margins, and the protection of them from inappropriate 
subdivision, use and development. 

 
·  Section 6(b) seeking the protection of outstanding natural landscapes and features 

from inappropriate subdivision, use and development. 
 

·  Section 7(c) requiring that regard is had to the maintenance and enhancement of 
amenity values (as defined in the Act). 

 
 
 The following documents are required to give effect to the RMA, including the sections 

identified above, and are of relevance to landscape matters. These plans and policies have 
been considered in the assessment of landscape effects for the MHP, including the 
associated infrastructure.  

 
 -  The Regional Policy Statement (RPS) 
 
 -  The Buller District Plan (and of relevance, Plan changes 6 and 9) 
 
 -  Proposed Regional Land and Riverbed Management Plan (June  2005) 
 
 -  Proposed Regional Water Management Plan (May 2005) 
 

- Regional Coastal Plan (apart from cross boundary considerations, is not strictly relevant 
to landscape matters in this case)  

 
3.1.2 The Conservation Act 1987 

 
 As noted in section 1.3 above, much of the proposed dam and inundation area and some of 

the proposed transmission line are located within lands administered by the Department of 
Conservation and therefore require concessions under the Conservation Act 1987 (CA).  
This includes all of the Mokihinui River Gorge, the whole of Charming Creek Walkway, 
headwaters of the Mangatini Stream and a short stretch running from Whirlwind Stream to 
Webb Stream on the Stockton Plateau. 

 
 The proposed dam and inundation area in the Mokihinui Gorge is currently deemed 

Stewardship Land and some of the land through which the transmission line passes is 
deemed Stewardship Land and Ecological Area.  These same areas are within the proposed 
Kawatiri Heritage Park (see Appendix 1, Map 2) that would change their status to 
Conservation Park. 
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 Under the CA, the deemed Stewardship Land is required to be managed for the purposes of 
protection of its natural and historic resources (section 25 CA). The Ecological Area is 
required to be managed to protect the ecological value, or values, for which the land is held 
(section 21 CA). Protection means the maintenance, so far as practicable, of the resource in 
its current state, and includes its restoration and enhancement.  A further aim of the Act is to 
preserve and protect natural and historic resources for the purpose of providing for their 
appreciation and recreational enjoyment by the public (section 2).  

 
 The key policy and planning documents under the CA are: 
 

- the Conservation General Policy (May 2007) (CGP); and 
 
- The Conservation Management Strategy which identifies outcomes specific to the 

area. As noted above, while there is no operative CMS in place for the West Coast, 
consideration has been given to the recently notified (2007) draft CMS. 

 
 The requirements of the CA and the above policy and planning documents that apply 
 under that Act are considered in more detail in the context of the applications for 
 concessions for the MHP. 

 
 

3.2 Other Quasi-Statutory Matters 
 
3.2.1 Wild and Scenic Rivers Inventory (1984) 
 

In 1982 the National Water and Soil Conservation Authority, under the auspices of the 
Ministry of Works, prepared an inventory of New Zealand’s nationally important wild and 
scenic rivers. The inventory was informed by the ‘New Zealand Recreational River Survey’ 
(1981). The purpose of the inventory was to only identify wild and scenic rivers, but not seek 
their protection by legislative means.  The criteria for assessment of rivers included the 
following; 

 
·  Scenic 
·  Recreational 
·  Wild 
·  Biological, scientific, cultural. 

 
 However, legislative protection was eventually sought following preparation of the inventory, 

but never passed into law. The terms of reference of a further report4 were expanded to 
include lakes, both natural and artificial, if the latter merited inclusion.  The values listed 
above were also expanded upon to further include fisheries and tourism.  Water bodies were 
ranked into three groups in order of importance arising from the values listed above.  

 
 The Mokihinui River appears in Group 2, (but is not listed in the 1984 Inventory) where its 

characteristics are identified to include; 
 
 ‘Wild, scenic, gold fossicking, recreation (tramping, hunting, boating, angling, net fishing, 

whitebaiting, swimming, rafting). An important Maori fishery. Historic (gold mining).  
 

By comparison, the nearby Buller, Oparara and Karamea rivers are given higher importance 
where they are included in Group 1.  Also in the region within the Group 2 ranking are the 
Bullock Creek and the  Heaphy, Fox, Porarari and Hokitika rivers. The report then provided 

                                                
4 Grindell & Guest 1986 
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to the Government of the day, Group 1 water bodies only, as being those most worthy of 
protection. However, the report also flagged the possibility that water bodies from the lesser 
groups may be included subject to further investigation.  

 
 The proposed Wild and Scenic Rivers Act5 never eventuated, and was eventually 

superseded by the Resource Management Act 1991.  
 
3.2.2 Potential Water Bodies of National Importance 
 
 In July 2004 the Ministry for Environment (MfE) compiled another inventory6 identifying 

potential water bodies of national importance. It developed a number of categories, some of 
which are relevant to landscape matters. These include ‘Geodiversity and geothermal 
features; Tourism; and Biodiversity dimension of natural heritage.’ The Mokihinui is listed 
under the ‘Biodiversity dimension of natural heritage’ and ‘Recreation’ headings.  

 
3.2.3 The National Geopreservation Inventory7 

 
The Inventory identifies geophysical features throughout New Zealand and ranks them in 
order of importance with a view to seeking their protection. This Inventory is referred to in 
the draft CMS (and is included as Appendix 5 of that document).  The Inventory essentially 
comprises three parts; firstly identifying the feature, secondly ranking its importance in 
international, national or regional terms and finally determining the vulnerability of features 
to human activity. 
 
The Inventory identifies 177 significant sites on the West Coast. The Mokihinui Gorge is not 
identified in the Inventory. Charming Creek is listed to be of regional importance8 with a 
relatively high degree of vulnerability.  

 
  

3.3 Land Status 
 

All of the land affected by the proposal lies within the jurisdictional area of the Buller District 
Plan, where it is zoned Rural.  A substantial part of the affected land is also administered by 
the Department of Conservation (see again Appendix 1 Map 2). This land includes all of the 
Mokihinui River Gorge, the whole of Charming Creek Walkway, headwaters of the Mangatini 
Stream and a short stretch running from Whirlwind Stream to Webb Stream on the Stockton 
Plateau. Most of the land under Department of Conservation jurisdiction is administered as 
stewardship land. Some of the Department of Conservation land is administered as 
ecological area. All of the Department of Conservation administered land is subject to a 
proposal for a ‘Heritage Conservation Park’. 
 

3.4 Summary 
 

Ultimately the Resource Management Act (1991) set out the parameters determining 
landscape outcomes for the MHP resource consent applications.  The Act aims to control 
the effects of activity on the landscape. The nature and extent of acceptable effects more or 
less equates with the degree of naturalness, distinctiveness and rarity of the landscape 
concerned. This Act, and the various statutory documents that implement it, seek the 
avoidance, remediation and mitigation of adverse effects on the landscape.  It is essentially 
on this basis that the following assessment is undertaken. 

                                                
5 To replace the Water & Soil Conservation Act 1981 
6 MfE ‘Potential Water Bodies of National Importance’ 2004 
7 GNS website (Inventory produced by former NZ Geological Survey) 
8 Has a ‘C2’ rating. C= Regional significance and 2 = Vulnerable to significant modification by human action. 
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4.0 ASSESSMENT OF LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL EFFECTS 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
 Potential landscape, natural character and visual amenity effects are those that change the 

appearance of the landscape and as a consequence, its appreciation. Any natural or 
physical activity has the potential to alter landscape character and amenity. It is important to 
appreciate that change to the character of a landscape is not necessarily adverse. It is also 
important to understand that amenity or the quality of the landscape can be derived from 
many different environmental sources, whether they are rural or urban, natural or otherwise.   

 
 Whether or not effects are adverse depends in large part on public expectation of what can 

be reasonably anticipated to occur in the landscape. And allied to this is the context of the 
affected landscape in terms of, for example, naturalness, modification, existing patterns, 
visibility, scale and levels of public appreciation. 

 
 In this chapter, actual and potential landscape, natural character and visual amenity effects, 

including those on natural character, are discussed with regard to each of the five landscape 
character units: 

 
·  Mokihinui Gorge 
·  Seddonville Flats 
·  Charming Creek Road and Gorge 
·  Stockton Plateau 
·  Denniston Plateau 

 
 Under each of these headings the existing landscape will be described followed by an 

assessment of landscape values, actual and potential visual effects with recommendations 
as to how these may be avoided, remedied or mitigated. 

 
 Assessment of landscape values will be based on the accepted framework for landscape 

assessment under the RMA. 
 
4.2 Photo-simulations 
 
 In order to convey the visual effects of the proposed dam, Reservoir Lake and transmission 

line, ten representative photo-simulations and a digital terrain model of the dam have been 
prepared. These have been produced by ‘Truescape Limited, under the instruction of Peter 
Rough Landscape Architects Limited.  The simulations are an aid to conveying the visual 
effect of the proposed dam from Seddonville and environs, and how the proposed reservoir 
lake will affect the existing landscape character of Mokihinui Gorge. The simulations are 
also an aid to conveying the visual effect of the proposed transmission line, especially in 
relation to the Seddonville Flats and the Mokihinui Preserve subdivision, and proximity to 
Charming Creek Walkway. Simulations, like photographs, can be somewhat limited in their 
ability to represent some of the subtle details in a landscape that may ordinarily be seen with 
the naked eye. However, they can represent the layout, positions, proportions, design, 
orientation of the proposal and the effects of sun and shade, precisely. 

 
 A series of ‘life size,’ high quality image, photo-simulations have been prepared which, when 

viewed from a distance of approximately 500 – 600mm, convey the dam, reservoir lake, and 
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transmission line as they would be seen in the light and weather conditions that prevailed at 
the time the original photographs were taken.  

 
 Reduced versions of the photo-simulations are included in Appendix 2, which also contains 

a statement prepared by ‘Truescape’ Limited which describes the methodology used to 
create the photo-simulations. A map showing the photo-simulation view points is also 
included in Appendix 2.  

 
 The proposed dam is represented by a ‘digital terrain model’ (DTM) simulation, rather than a 

photo-simulation. The DTM is prepared as if looking from the viewpoint at the proposed 
location of two water tanks to be installed above the dam on the true left bank. It is proposed 
that the area near the planned water tanks will become a public viewing area. Therefore a 
DTM simulation has been used to convey how the dam will appear from this location. The 
DTM simulation is used instead of a photo-simulation because of the difficulty of obtaining a 
photograph from the presently bush clad site of the tanks.  

 
 A photo-simulation from the top of the southern side of the dam (Photo-simulation 1) 

conveys how the reservoir lake will appear from a location likely to be used if a boat 
launching ramp were to be established near the dam. Two photo-simulations show how the 
reservoir lake will appear from locations on the Mokihinui River upstream of the dam site. 
Photo-simulation 2 is a view looking downstream and northwest from a distinctive bend in 
the river approximately 1km upstream from where Anderson Creek enters the river. Photo-
simulation 3 is a view from approximately 100m above the proposed reservoir lake just north 
of where Jones Creek enters the river.  In this location the more typical, confined, nature of 
the river gorge is to be found and the simulation conveys how the character of the gorge will 
change with the reservoir lake present. 

 
 Within Seddonville Township photo-simulations have been prepared to convey how the 

proposed dam will appear from three locations. Photo-simulation 4 is a view from Mokihinui 
Road, just beyond the Seddonville Motor Hotel.  This simulation represents one of the first 
clear views that can be obtained of the dam after Seddonville has been entered. Photo-
simulation 5 is from outside the entrance to the Seddonville Holiday Camp on Gladstone 
Street.   The viewpoint from Gladstone Street is at a slightly higher elevation than at the 
Photo-simulation 4 view point. Consequently more of the dam is visible.  Photo-simulation 6 
is at an even slightly higher elevation on Charming Creek Road. It is located just before the 
road enters the scrub and bush where views across Seddonville Flats toward the dam site 
are lost.  

 
 Photo-simulation 7 is a view of the proposed dam from Mokihinui Ford Road. This road 

terminates at the dam site and from it only distant glimpses of the dam will be visible as 
roadside topography, but mostly native bush obstruct views toward the site. The proposed 
dam is just visible in Photo-simulation 7 and the proposed transmission line is obvious on 
the left hand side of the road. 

 
 On the approach to the dam site, Mokihinui Ford Road passes the Mokihinui Preserve 

subdivision. All the lots in the subdivision are on land that is above the road. Although the 
dam will not be visible from any of the lots, the proposed transmission line will be visible 
from several of the lower lots. Photo-simulations 8 (from Lot 1), 9 (from Lot 10), and 10 (from 
Lot 11) convey how the transmission line will appear from these three lowest elevation lots. 

 
 
4.3 Mokihinui Gorge 
 
 There are two components of the proposal that will occur within the Mokihinui Gorge, 
 these being the dam and its reservoir lake.  It should be noted that even though the dam is 
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 located within the topography of the  gorge, it is also located at the boundary between the 
 gorge and the adjacent Seddonville Flats.  The effects of the dam on the latter will also be 
 discussed under that heading.  
 
4.3.1 Existing Landscape Character 
 
 The 16 km gorge is a narrow winding channel that bisects the Glasgow and Lyell ranges, 

the highest points of which are bias to the west (see Photograph 4). These align in a more 
or less north / south direction with the gorge running perpendicular to them.  The gorge is 
abruptly terminated at each end by the Seddonville Flats to the west and to the east those of 
the north and south branches of the Mokihinui River (see Photograph 5).   

 
Consequently there is considerable contrast between the mountainous landform of the 
gorge setting and the alluvial flats at either end. This means that the gorge is a highly 
discreet and well defined landscape feature, with very definite boundaries.  The proposed 
dam and its reservoir lake will lie entirely within the confines of the gorge.  

 
 
 
 

  
 

Photograph 4:  The view from Seddonville looking toward the Mokihinui Gorge.  The 
converging descending ridgelines of the Lyell Range (left hand side of photograph) and 
Glasgow Range (right hand side) indicate the presence of the gorge, but not its specific 
character.  Note too that the Mokihinui River is not visible where its presence is inferred 
rather than apparent.  
 
 
 

 Somewhat paradoxically though, the gorge is not highly discernible from Seddonville due to 
the presence of interlocking ridgelines all similarly draped in bush (see again Photograph 4). 
Even in Photograph 2 taken at 3000m the course of the gorge is not easily discerned in its 
entirety. Consequently the pathway of the gorge is visually ambiguous as seen from 
Seddonville. Even within the gorge it is not possible to ascertain its overall direction because 
foreground ridges and bush continually truncate views.  The same effects will exist in the 
presence of the reservoir lake. 
 



 

 27 

 
 
 Photograph 5:  The eastern end of the gorge defined by the alluvial flats of the North and 

South branches of the Mokihinui River.  Photograph is taken looking toward the south 
branch. 

 
 
 

So, because of the overriding similarity of landform through which the gorge passes, the 
view into it displays considerable landscape homogeneity.  It therefore displays a high level 
of visual intactness that is reinforced by the bold simplicity of bush covered ridges, 
mountains and valleys. 

 
 Once the river enters the gorge the steep mountainsides quickly close in. The steepness 

increases the further west and downstream one travels. Within the gorge, the river corridor 
is tightly confined to its serpentine course until it opens out at Seddonville Flats. Through the 
gorge, the river channel is generally very narrow, the effect of which is exaggerated by the 
steepness of the mountainsides that contain it (see Photograph 6). The only exception 
occurs at the point where Anderson Creek enters the Mokihinui from the south, where the 
bush covered ground flattens out to a relatively gentle sloping, bush covered, debris fan. 

 
 Because the river runs through the narrow confines of the gorge, there are very few flats 

and shoals. The only significant exception is the remnants of Lake Perrine located at the top 
end of the gorge. Here, within the confines of the gorge, there are relatively extensive sandy 
shoals and grassy river flats. The presence of these attest to the former lake bed, created 
when the river was naturally dammed resulting from a landslip generated by the 1929 
Murchison earthquake.    

 



 

 28 

 
 
 Photograph 6:  The highly confined and sinuous character of the Mokihinui River gorge as 

it wends its way between the Lyell (LHS) and Glasgow (RHS) ranges is evident in this 
photograph.  The Mokihinui Forks are visible in the background, beyond which is the Matiri 
Range. The confluence of the Mokihinui and Rough and Tumble Creek is evident at the 
bottom of the photograph. 

 
 

Landslip formed lakes are a relatively common feature in the northwest of the South Island. 
It is understood that major earthquakes are the likely cause of these. There are least 12 of 
these in the district, and these are shown on the Figure 4 map.9 Indeed, on the Hemphill 
River which feeds into the northern branch of the Mokihinui there exist two such lakes.  
These are lakes Phyllis and Marina, shown in Photographs 7 and 8. 

 
 

                                                
9 Kirkpatrick 
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 Photograph 7:  Lakes Phyllis (foreground) and Marina are two lakes dammed by land slips 

on the Hemphill River, a tributary of the Mokihinui North Branch.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
  
 
 Otherwise the bush clad mountainsides drop directly into the river where the transition 

between the two is abrupt, apart from a two to three metre flood zone. This zone is generally 
devoid of vegetation at the normal water level, and then grades into scant low growing plant 
material with mature bush establishing above the three to four metre mark (see Photograph 
9). The occasional land slip also occurs along the course of the river, which attests to the 
dynamic nature of the surrounding environment. 

 
 
Photograph 8:  A close up 
of Lake Marina showing 
drowned forest. 
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 Figure 4:  Map indicating the location of at least 12 earthquake formed lakes in the North 

West Nelson area. Lake Perrine on the Mokihinui River, shown on the above map, has since 
drained. Lake Phyllis is not identified on the map, but is another landslip formed lake in the 
area – see Photographs 7 and 8. 

 Map Source: Kirkpatrick - Contemporary Atlas New Zealand  The Shapes of our Nation 
 

Although the gorge has been subject to some gold mining activity, it is generally devoid of 
any apparent modification. Consequently the natural landscape character within the gorge is 
consistently similar throughout its course. And because of this it displays a very high level of 
natural character. This latter aspect will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.   
 

 
 

Photograph 9:  The Mokihinui River within the gorge showing flood zone which is generally 
devoid of vegetation.  

 
Because the Mokihinui cuts through a mountain range, it is not surprising to find other 
waterways draining into it. Some of these are quite significant in their own right, notable 
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among them Specimen, Maori and Rough and Tumble creeks (see Photograph 10). The 
latter is the largest that in its character resembles the Mokihinui River gorge, albeit at a 
smaller scale. These creeks are deeply incised into the ranges they drain.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Many lesser streams and creeks feed into the Mokihinui River as well.  Some of these 

create deep incisions into the mountainsides they drain. The overall impression is of a 
steeply rutted, convoluted and inaccessible landform. 

 
Despite the relative homogeneity of the gorge itself, the waterbody of the river displays 
some diversity. Typical of most rivers through mountainous terrain, the river mostly 
comprises a series of relatively flat and calm stretches bounded by rapids (see Photographs 
11a and b). There are no significant anomalous riverine features such as waterfalls or slot 
gorges.  Nonetheless, the alternating calm stretches and rapids create a contrasting sense 
of repose and dynamism. The opposing qualities of one highlight those of the other, and this 
characteristic pervades the entire course of the river, although the calm stretches increase 
in depth and frequency towards the western end of the gorge. 

 
 A further characteristic of the river is its narrow proportions. This results from the steep and 

narrow valley that it flows through. The high mountains on either side contribute to this 
effect. This is due to the width of the river (approximately 60m wide) being many times less 
in proportion to the height of the surrounding mountains, which rise to a 1000m plus in 
places.  The length of the river gorge in proportion to river width also contributes to this 
effect where the former is approximately 200 times the width of the latter. 

 
 

 
Photograph 10:  The junction of 
Maori Creek with the Mokihinui River 
– running diagonally across the 
bottom of the photograph. Water from 
the proposed reservoir lake will 
inundate the lower reaches of Maori 
and Rough and Tumble creeks. 
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 Photographs 11a and b: These pictures illustrate the general character of the Mokihinui 

River – a series of calm stretches and rapids. As more water is added from the catchment, 
the pools tend to get deeper and longer toward the lower reaches of the river (b), whereas 
the opposite tends to prevail in the upper reaches (a). Also note the long narrow proportion 
of the river corridor, accentuated by the absence of a flood plain with its attendant terraces 
and alluvial flats. 

 
4.3.2 Landscape Values 
 
 The assessment below of landscape values is based on RMA sections  6(a), (b) and 7(c).   
 
4.3.2.1 Section 6(a), Natural character of rivers and their margins 
  
 Section 6 (a) of the RMA seeks the preservation of the natural character of, among other 

things, rivers and their margins, and their protection from inappropriate subdivision, use and 
development.  An important point to make here is that it is the natural character that has to 
be preserved irrespective of how it is derived. That is, natural character can result from 
human activity, such as the creation of artificial lakes with natural looking shorelines.  Lakes 
Tekapo, Pukaki and Benmore are examples of these in the McKenzie Country. 

 
 The Mokihinui River gorge is virtually totally devoid of human induced modification. A 

tramping track, scant remnants of an old bridge pillar, and some gold mining relics are the 
only forms of modification, and these have negligible impact on the natural character of the 
gorge.  Consequently the gorge displays a very high level of natural character, reinforced by 
the aforementioned homogeneity of the gorge landscape (see Appendix 1, Map 3 – levels of 
naturalness). In this regard alone, it would therefore be indisputably subject to Section 6(a). 

 
4.3.2.2 Section 6 (b), Outstanding natural features and landscape   
 
 Section 6 (b) seeks the protection of outstanding natural features and landscapes from 

inappropriate subdivision, use and development.  This raises the question of whether or not 
the gorge should be considered an outstanding natural feature or landscape.  The Buller 
District Plan does not identify the Mokihinui as being an outstanding natural feature or 
landscape.  

 
 There is a set of generally accepted assessment criteria10 that is used to determine if a 

landscape is outstanding or otherwise.  The criteria are: 

                                                
10 The so called ‘Pigeon Bay’ criteria. 
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·  Natural science factors – the geological, topographical, ecological and dynamic 

components of the landscape 
 

·  Aesthetic values including memorability and naturalness 
 

·  Expressiveness (legibility) – how obviously a landscape demonstrates its formative 
processes 

 
·  Transient values – for example, the occasional presence of wildlife or its values at 

times of the  day or year 
 

·  Whether the values are shared or recognised 
 

·  Value to tangata whenua 
 

·  Historical associations 
 
 The gorge is now assessed in accordance with these criteria. 
 

·  Natural science factors – the geological, topographical, ecological and dynamic 
components of the landscape. 

 
 Geological  

 
To determine geological significance, reference is made to the ‘New Zealand 
Geopreservation Inventory.’  This is a central Government sponsored document that 
sets out to identify the significance of various geological features throughout New 
Zealand.  It then ranks them in terms of international, national or regional 
significance.  Then each site is ranked in order of its vulnerability.  The Mokihinui 
Gorge does not appear in the Inventory. From this it is concluded that it has no 
significant geological features worthy of preservation. The draft CMS also includes a 
schedule identifying sites of geological significance and the Mokihinui Gorge is not 
included. 

 
 Topographical 
 
 This aspect has already been discussed in some detail above.  In terms of whether 

or not the topography is outstanding depends on various factors that include 
intactness,* uniqueness or distinctiveness, rarity, composition, representativeness, 
*landform diversity,* and connectedness* in terms of how it fits into the surrounding 
landscape.  

 
 Regarding intactness, and as discussed above regarding the Section 6(a) matters, it 

is evident that due to the lack of modification the topography of the gorge displays a 
high level of intact naturalness.  All landform is naturally derived, with virtually no 
human attempt to alter it being apparent. 

 
 The next question is to what extent is the gorge distinct or unique?   This concerns 

the generic and specific character of the gorge.  Generic character relates to those 
landscape features that are common to all river systems on the West Coast, and to 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
*  Denotes criteria from Conservation Management Strategy- pp22ff. 
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greater extent the whole on New Zealand.  Generic features include the obvious 
ones of the river itself and the incised hillsides that contain it.  The degree of 
naturalness is another generic feature.  There are many rivers and gorges on the 
West Coast that display these generic characteristics.  Appendix 1 Map 4 shows the 
various rivers and streams north of Hokitika that are generically similar to the 
Mokihinui. In this regard the Mokihinui is not so different from these, and others of a 
similar ilk throughout the country, and there are many of them.  Consequently the 
Mokihinui is not a rarity in generic terms.  

 
 The specific characteristics are those that arise from the way the generic features 

are combined.  Or to put it another way, it is the combination of these that make any 
river unique. All rivers are therefore unique, irrespective of the degree of 
modification, as a result of how they are ‘put together.’ So what makes the Mokihinui 
River topographically unique? 

 
The Mokihinui River belongs to a group of rivers that drain inland from mountain 
catchments and on their way to the sea pass substantial inland flats before entering 
a gorge incising a seaward range of hills or mountains.  Examples of these on the 
West Coast include the Mikonui, Grey, Bullock, Fox, Tiropahi, Nile, Buller, and 
Oparara rivers.  There are many other gorges on the West Coast, such as the 
Karamea and the well known Hokitika, but these are not fed by inland basins.  Even 
though all of the these rivers have a similar make up, they differ in their combinations 
in terms of gorge length, extent of alluvial flats, catchment topography, vegetation 
and flow volume.  Modification by human activity is another factor that influences 
character. Cliffs predominantly contain some of the gorges, whereas steep 
mountainsides embrace others such as the Mokihinui.  Apart from the Buller, the 
Mokihinui Gorge is one of the longest on the West Coast.  Topographically it is also 
relatively homogenous throughout its length, in that the gorge is more or less devoid 
of anomalous natural features such as significant rock outcrops, cliffs, waterfalls and 
apart from the tramping track, human induced modifications such as roads and 
power lines.  So while the aforementioned features contribute to the gorge’s 
uniqueness, they are not rare or unusual characteristics when considered in the 
context of the West Coast’s river system landscape.  

 
 The uniqueness of the gorge is however enhanced when topographic features 

beyond it are taken into account.  Below the gorge are three sets of alluvial flats, 
including the narrow coastal plain.  Topographic pinch points in the river at the 
Chasm Creek confluence and at a convergence of some low seaward hills discreetly 
contain each of these.  This is unusual on the West Coast where most rivers flow 
directly onto the coastal plain and then out to sea. 

 
 Above the gorge are the alluvial flats of the Mokihinui River North and south 

branches.  These drain the extensive and elevated Matiri Range limestone plateaus, 
located more or less directly opposite the gorge head. While topographically 
impressive, such karst landscapes are a common feature of the northern West 
Coast. 

 
 Overall, while the entire topographic ‘package’ of the Mokihinui is unique for the 

reasons outlined above, the gorge itself is not especially so. The uniqueness 
intensifies with scale, and diminishes conversely, so that within the gorge the 
topography is not particularly unusual or rare within the context of the West Coast. 
But, as mentioned, in its wider contextual setting, the gorge assumes greater 
significance. 
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 Ecology 
 
 The third natural science factor concerns ecology, and this will be covered by others 

in the overall AEE report. Advice from the ecologist11 is that ecological values are 
high in the Mokihinui Gorge, and this is referred to in the ‘Summary on outstanding 
natural features and landscapes’ later on. Otherwise it is necessary to appreciate 
that in its entirety (landform, vegetation, climate and human activity) landscape 
provides the medium that gives rise to and supports ecosystems. However, it does 
not necessarily follow that just because a landscape, such as the Mokihinui Gorge, 
has high natural values that will automatically support pristine indigenous 
ecosystems. Introduced animals and plants can detract from the integrity of such 
ecosystems, despite the apparent high natural character of the landscape. 

 
 Dynamic Landscape Qualities 
 
 The final natural science factor relates to the dynamic qualities of the landscape.  

Because of the gorge’s topographic character – its steep sidedness, narrowness, 
and moderately steep river gradient, the river displays considerable natural 
dynamism.  The river falls as a series of rapids and serene calm stretches, the latter 
in contrast highlighting the dynamism of the former.   

 
 Another sign of dynamism is apparent in the landscape as well. These are the slip 

faces indicating occasional, and evidently infrequent, ground movement.  
 
 Both of the dynamic characteristics described above are common features of all river 

systems on the West Coast, and indeed throughout New Zealand.   In that regard 
they are not rare.  

 
 

·  Aesthetic values including memorability and naturalness. 
 

 The matter of naturalness has already been discussed, where, to reiterate, it was 
concluded that the Mokihinui River gorge displays a very high level of naturalness.  
This in turn gives it aesthetic appeal, especially given that the gorge is visually 
homogenous and intact.  

 
 Memorability is essentially very subjective, and is largely dependant on what 

individual people value and the context or circumstances of their encounter with a 
particular landscape.  However, with regard to this criteria, memorability will be 
equated with how visually striking a landscape is.   

 
 The Mokihinui Gorge is not easily accessed, and consequently is rarely visited.  This 

in itself suggests that the gorge is not particularly striking, since most such features, 
like the glaciers, on the West Coast are well developed tourist attractions.  The 
Mokihinui Gorge is not one of these.   Nonetheless, it is not without drama, being 
contained by steep sided bush clad mountains.  And the series of calm stretches and 
rapids provide their own drama by virtue of the contrast between them.  The high 
level of naturalness would also contribute to memorability, as would a sense of 
remoteness.  The difficult, and in places perilous, access adds to that effect.  

 
 The contrast between the gorge and the alluvial flats that terminate it at either end 

reinforce memorability also. This occurs because the antithetical differences between 
these two landscape features highlight the quality of each.  Similarly, the proximity of 

                                                
11 Ms Ruth Bartlett 
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the gorge to other major landscape features such as the coast and the Matiri 
limestone plateau all conspire to instil memorability.  The closeness of landscape 
features are a salient and well known characteristic for the whole of New Zealand.   

 
 Overall, the gorge and its wider landscape setting has a reasonably high level of 

memorability, even though very few people currently access it.  And because it is 
essentially unmodified, it appears cohesive and therefore is visually appealing. As a 
result the gorge, and its wider setting has high aesthetic appeal, although in dramatic 
terms it is a long way from matching that of other better known features on the West 
Coast such as the glaciers, Punakaiki and Mount Cook. 

 
 

·  Expressiveness (legibility) how obviously the landscape demonstrates the formative 
processes leading to it. 

 
 Paradoxically the gorge displays both high and low levels of expressiveness, 

depending on where it is viewed from.   
 
 From the vantage points that the public have most access to, namely Seddonville, 

the river is not visible, and its gorge is not easily discerned (see again Photograph 4). 
The only sign that a valley, but not necessarily a gorge, exists is the appearance of 
interlocking ridgelines descending to more or less the same level as the Seddonville 
Flats.  At best the existence of the gorge can only be inferred, rather than confirmed 
as seen from Seddonville.  From this vantage point therefore, the formative 
processes resulting in the gorge are not readily apparent.  

 
 Appreciation of these processes can only be gained from within the gorge. That is, 

the river has to be visible in order to understand that it is the formative agent 
responsible for the gorge’s being. It is readily apparent that the river has cut through 
the mountains creating the steep slopes that contain it.  Despite this, knowledge of 
the gorge’s existence can only be gained from within.  From here the legibility of the 
gorge and the companion landscape that gives rise to it is highly apparent. It 
therefore demonstrates a high level of expressiveness from vantage points within the 
gorge, but not beyond.  

 
 Nonetheless, as noted, the gorge is unmodified, topographically intact, and displays 

a high level of homogeneity. As a consequence, these factors strengthen legibility of 
the gorge landscape. That is, the gorge is clearly a singular landscape unit that is 
easily read as such. So, even though it cannot be visually comprehended in its 
entirety from any one vantage point, it conveys a strong sense of expressiveness. 

 
·  Transient values; for example the occasional presence of wildlife; or its values at 

certain times of the day or of the year. 
 

 Others will address the transient presence of wildlife. Otherwise temporal activity is 
apparent, which in some cases leaves a signature in the landscape, but mostly not.   

 
Perhaps the greatest extent of such activity results from weather.  Frequent rainfall 
events cause the river to rise and fall, and occasionally this can be quite substantial.  
Evidence of this is apparent within the gorge where the river banks are more or less 
stripped of significant foliage for about 2 to 3m above normal water level.  Extreme 
flood events would certainly be visually sublime where large volumes of fast moving 
water would be dramatically accentuated by the narrow confines of the gorge walls. 
The roaring sound of rushing water and rocks moving along the riverbed would 
amplify dramatic effects. Fog, cloud and rainforest mist are also common transient 
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weather related features that are evident in the gorge, which may engender a sense 
of mystique. Winter snow on the surrounding tops and valley frosts are a further 
overt expression of seasonal climate, which in turn would add to the scenic appeal of 
the area.  

 
 Other transient values are much less evident, but are nonetheless present. Being 

evergreen New Zealand native bush, seasonal changes are not as manifestly 
flamboyant as its northern hemisphere forest counterpart. However, New Zealand 
bush does display seasonal variation, with the summer flowering of Southern rata for 
example, and the spring flowering of clematis and kowhai. Also a hallmark of New 
Zealand beech is the appearance of bright green foliage heralding the onset of 
spring.   

 
 Overall, the greatest transient events result from the various prevailing weather 

conditions in the area.  As for all of New Zealand, the weather is inextricably linked to 
the landscape and its appreciation.  Being a typical West Coast river, the Mokihinui is 
highly responsive to weather, which is signified in the landscape as described above.  

 
·  Whether the values are shared or recognised. 

 
 Because the Mokihinui is scantly referred to in all forms of literature, particularly 

compared to other landscape features on the West Coast, it cannot be concluded 
that its particular landscape values, described above, are widely recognised, and 
therefore shared.  Nonetheless, the generic values that rate highly on the Mokihinui, 
such as naturalness, are widely recognised as being desirable to maintain.  

 
·  Its value to Tangata Whenua. 

 
 This aspect will be addressed by others, although it is understood that the Mokihinui 

Gorge environment is not regarded as being particularly significant to Tangata 
Whenua.  

 
 

·  Its historical associations. 
 
 The historic associations of the Mokihinui Gorge include gold mining and a pack 

track via Rough and Tumble Creek linking Karamea to Seddonville. Remnants from 
these features are not generally discernable in the landscape. Consequently it is 
concluded that the historic associations are not particularly strong for the gorge in 
terms of public appreciation of past gold mining activity. The nearby Charming and 
Chasm creeks have a much higher and popular historic association with the area, 
which is clearly evident in the local landscape as walkways and interpretation 
signage. 

 
Summary on outstanding natural features and landscapes 

 
  In terms of the criteria discussed above it is concluded that the Mokihinui River Gorge ranks 

highly in some regards, and less so in others. These are summarised below, where each 
value, relative to others, is ranked from 1 to 5, the latter being highest.  

 
·  Geological    1 
·  Topographical               3 



 

 38 

·  Ecological    512 
·  Dynamic    3 
·  Aesthetic - 

     Naturalness                          5 
     Memorability                          2 
·  Expressiveness (legibility)  3 
·  Transient values   3 
·  Value to Tangata Whenua   Not ranked, but understood not   

      to be of significance to Tangata   
      Whenua 

·  Historic associations               3-4 (due to inaccessibility to    
     historic gold mining sites)    
     otherwise 5.13                     

 
 
 The average ranking lies at 3.2. Collectively the above ranking would appear to lead to the 

conclusion that the Mokihinui Gorge is approaching, but not achieving, outstanding status 
largely based on its natural and ecological values.   
                                    

 However, another factor needs to be considered when assessing whether or not a 
landscape is considered outstanding. It is the matter of context, which in part has been 
discussed with reference to the above criteria. Context is the consideration of a landscape in 
its wider local, district and regional setting.  What is being sought when identifying 
outstanding landscapes is whether or not they are, to cite an Environment Court decision; 
‘conspicuous, eminent, especially because of excellence’ and that they are ‘remarkable in.’14 
So while the Mokihinui ranks very highly in natural values, in the context of the West Coast 
where most of the landscape has high natural values, it cannot be said that the river 
landscape is conspicuous, eminent, especially excellent and remarkable.   Reinforcing this 
is the fact that the Mokihinui has never been identified by popular demand to be significant 
visitor destination point. Such points on the West Coast, like the Glaciers, Punakaiki, Mount 
Cook and Lake Matheson, are well known, indicating that they are universally considered 
outstanding in accordance with the Environment Court’s definition cited above. On this 
matter, the Court further observes that 

 
 ‘…ascertaining an area of outstanding natural landscape should not (normally) require 
experts, usually an outstanding landscape should be so obvious (in general terms) that 
there is no need for expert analysis.15   

 
 So in the public realm at least, the Mokihinui Gorge is virtually terra incognita. From an 

expert point of view, it clearly has greater value as discussed above in accordance with the 
Pigeon Bay criteria.  But even so, its value is not so high in the context of its wider setting 
that it stands out in any pre-eminent way. But as a component of the wider landscape 
systems to which it belongs, the gorge is certainly an important contributor.  

 
 On the basis of the above assessment with regard to the Pigeon Bay criteria, it is concluded 

that the Mokihinui Gorge is not an outstanding natural feature or landscape in accordance 
with RMA s6(b), despite having a very high level of naturalness. It is however, a riverine 
landscape that merits RMA s6(a) status where its generic, rather than specific, natural 
character is worthy of preservation. 

                                                
12 Ranking provided by Mitchell Partnerships ecologist (Ms Ruth Bartlett) 
13 Ranking provided by Catherine Barr (archaeologist) Opus International Consultants 
14 Environment Court New Zealand, Decision No. C180/99, Wakatipu Environmental Society Inc. v The Queenstown 
Lakes District Council, paragraph 82 
15 Ibid – paragraph 99 
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4.3.2.3 Section 7 (c) matters, Visual Amenity 
 
 This concerns the particular regard to be had for the maintenance and enhancement of 

amenity values under the RMA. Amenity values are defined in the RMA as; 
 
 ‘…those natural or physical qualities and characteristics of an area that contribute to 

people’s appreciation of its pleasantness, aesthetic coherence, and cultural and recreational 
attributes.’  

 
  The pleasantness of the environment is appreciated via all senses, but with regard to the 

landscape the focus is on the visual.  It is however acknowledged that sounds and smells 
are important components of the landscape, and these will be briefly discussed.  

 
 Visual amenity is derived from the character of an area. It is also a product of what people 

expect to find in any particular environment, which is otherwise assessed as a matter of 
perception.  For example, one would not expect to find a cathedral in the Mokihinui, even 
though in an urban setting the building is likely to be pleasing to the eye.  So congruity, or 
whether or not something is harmoniously in keeping with its setting, is a critical factor in 
determining amenity.  

 
 The character of the Mokihinui Gorge has already been described in detail. It was concluded 

that the gorge displays a very high level of near pristine naturalness.  It is also a visually 
intact and therefore a highly cohesive landscape.  That is, it displays no visual anomalies or 
unexpected features.  

 
 The qualities of remoteness, inaccessibility and natural drama arising from the contrast 
between neighbouring landscape features are also salient characteristics. All of these traits 
are readily apparent and are therefore easily appreciated. There are no incongruous 
elements in the landscape of the gorge, and so it reads as a visually pure landscape. This is 
reinforced by the evidently bold, elemental simplicity of the Mokihinui gorge, where it 
comprises three basic elements; the river, the steep mountain sides that contain it, and the 
bush.  Each of these elements is clearly discernible, and is therefore easily appreciated 
individually and collectively. 

 
 The transient or ephemeral characteristics described earlier also contribute to the visual 

pleasantness of the gorge landscape.  Variable climatic conditions along with the visible 
presence of bird and invertebrate life are important contributors to amenity in this regard. 

 
 The combination of these characteristics provides a high level of visual amenity. 

Consequently, it is very unlikely that anyone would find the gorge visually unappealing.  Its 
sublime rugged remoteness on the other hand, may give cause for discomfort to some 
people, where such conditions can induce a sense of vulnerability.  

 
 As alluded to, sound and smell are also significant contributors to amenity in the gorge.   

Appealing sounds arise from the river, and in particular its rapids; bird call, and wind in 
trees. There are no unnatural sounds, apart from the occasional aircraft flying overhead.  
Like visual amenity, auditory amenity is exclusively natural in origin.  

 
 Of lesser importance, but nonetheless a contributor to landscape amenity, is the smell of 

bush. Bush smell arises from a combination of decaying vegetative litter and living 
vegetation. This is particularly noticeable on the West Coast where high rainfall no doubt 
serves to amplify odour.  
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 Overall, the gorge displays a high level of visual amenity and potential for public 
appreciation, in addition to the other sensory conditions described above.  However, 
because the gorge is not easily accessed, its visual amenity is not widely known or 
appreciated. Compounding this effect is the fact that the gorge is not visually discernable 
from key vantage points, where it appears as yet another valley among the many throughout 
the West Coast. Consequently, while the visual amenity is high, it is not especially unique. 
Nor is it endowed with the dramatic visual contrasts that occur elsewhere on the Coast, such 
as at the Glaciers and along the coastline. Nonetheless, its pristine natural character and 
visual cohesiveness are the principle reasons why visual amenity and potential public 
appreciation ranks highly, even though they are not popularly appreciated or are easily 
accessed. 

 
4.3.3 Visual Effects 
 
 Actual and Potential Visual Effects of the Reservoir and  Dam 
 

The proposed dam and reservoir that it will create will be the features that generate actual 
and potential visual effects on the Mokihinui Gorge.  The dam is going to be the largest 
physical structure resulting from the project, and therefore has the greatest potential to 
adversely affect visual amenity. The reservoir will be substantially larger, but because it will 
appear fully natural in character, its visual amenity effects are considered to be less 
adverse.  

 
 In terms of effects there are two considerations to take account of. One concerns the 

temporary effects of dam construction, generally associated with earthworks and bush 
clearance. The other relates to the permanent effects of the dam and reservoir. 

 
 The dam and reservoir are described in turn, as follows. 
 
4.3.3.1 The Dam 
 
  Visually the dam will comprise the following dimensions, as seen from downstream looking 

up toward it (also see Appendix 4, Dam DTM).  
 

·  At its highest point the dam will be 85 metres above the river bed,  tapering to grade 
 where it meets the valley sides. 

 
·  The top of dam will be 265 metres wide. 

 
·  The downstream face of the dam will have a 53-degree angle of repose.  

 
·  The dam will rise steeply from the river bed on its true right side and will taper at a 

 shallower gradient on the true left bank, and will therefore appear asymmetric.   
 
 
 Permanent visual effects of the dam 

 
 The dam will be constructed of concrete with a generally smooth finish. Over time the 
concrete will weather and take on an increasingly natural appearance. The high rainfall and 
humidity will accelerate such effects. Mosses and lichens will also eventually attach 
themselves to the concrete structure, which will assist in giving the dam a natural look, and 
therefore reflect the natural landscape character of the area.  
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 Like all dams, it will have a monolithic appearance as a consequence of its massiveness 
and the simple opaque solidity of its concrete construction. This effect will be reinforced by 
the reposed dam face, which visually conveys a sense substantial mass.  And as alluded to, 
the dam will have the appearance of a relatively simple structure, generally devoid of 
complex artificiality.   

 
 The monolithic appearance of the dam will not be entirely uncharacteristic of the West Coast 

landscape where large boulders, cliffs, escarpments and rock outcrops are common. 
Basically the dam will be an artificial version of such features. Natural cliffs are common 
features on or alongside many New Zealand rivers. Water flows both through and over such 
natural features and in this regard the dam will be not all that different. 

 
 Allied to this point is the fact that the dam is visually an inert object. That is, it is devoid of 

any visible moving parts, apart from occasional ephemeral activity caused by water flowing 
down the spillway. This will occur approximately 20% of the time as a consequence of heavy 
rainfall events. Reinforcing the dam’s inert structural qualities is its apparent massiveness 
and monolithic character, which gives it a geomorphic quality. In effect there would be 
nothing about the dam structure that will catch the viewer’s eye by way of movement, 
although spillway activity to some extent will.  

 
  Visibility of this water will however be dependant on a number of variables. These include 

the surface finish of the spillway, where in this case it will be smooth. Consequently the 
water surface will run smoothly across such a surface thereby minimising aeration which 
gives the water its white appearance when flowing.  Dark colouring of the spillway will also 
assist in minimising visibility of water movement. As a result, it is anticipated that the 
movement of water will be barely discernable from a distance (Seddonville), particularly for 
the top half of the spillway.  A further variable is the fact that for most of the day, the spillway 
will lie within the shadow cast by the mountainsides that contain the dam.  And the final 
variable is that because the flip bucket is located at the base of the spillway where the water 
will be at its most dynamic, views to this area will be obscured by foreground vegetation and 
landform (refer to Photo-simulations 4, 5, 6, and 7).  

 
 Visibility of the dam will essentially be projected downstream toward Seddonville Flats. This 

is because the greatest visual extent of it faces in this direction. The opposite face will be 
concealed and inundated by the reservoir lake, and so only the narrow apex of the dam at 
the head of the reservoir lake will be visible from this quarter. This top part of the dam will be 
visible from the proposed walking track alongside the true left bank of the reservoir for a 
maximum distance of 1km. But because the lake edge will be bush clad, views to the dam 
from within the gorge will comprise occasional glimpses through natural gaps in the bush. 
Beyond the 1km threshold the top of the dam will not be visible due to intervening ridges. 
This means that above this visual threshold the reservoir lake will appear entirely natural 
with no visible indication of its reason for being. 

 
 Other visual effects of the dam relate to its apparent size in proportion to its setting. If 

considered as a discrete object, it is undoubtedly a large structure. But the scale of the 
surrounding landscape has a significant effect on its apparent size. The design principle is 
that any object will appear small or large depending on its relative size to surrounding 
objects. In this case the surrounding mountains are considerably larger than the dam 
structure, which affects its apparent scale. 

 
 The dam will maintain some continuity of the ridgelines that contain it. These ridgelines 

immediately rise to about 700m to the north above the dam site and to over 400m to the 
south. The height of the dam will be approximately 1/7th of the 550m median heights of 
these two elevations. The ridges continue to ascend to over 1000m. Thus the dam is 
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proportionately a relatively small structure within the context of its setting.  Appendix 2, 
Photo-simulations 4, 5, and 6 from Seddonville convey this point. 

 
 Accentuating this effect is that views to the dam from Seddonville are partially obscured by 

bush. That is the dam will appear smaller as a result of only its top portion being visible 
(again see Appendix 2, Photo-simulations 4, 5 and 6). The only way that the dam in its 
entirety can be viewed would be from a vantage point directly in front of it.  

 
 Associated with the dam will be a powerhouse, tailrace and substation substation. These will 
add to the visual complexity of the site. All of these accessory structures will be substantially 
smaller than the dam itself. They will also sit low in the landscape and consequently will 
appear subservient to it. None of these accessory structures will be visible beyond the 
immediate environs of the dam face.  This is because surrounding mature bush, in addition 
to being located more or less below the surrounding landform, will screen them. 
Consequently these structures will not be visible from any public vantage point beyond the 
dam site, and especially as viewed from Seddonville (see again Photo-simulations 4, 5 and 
6). However, the dam and its accessory structures will be visible from the proposed public 
viewing platform to be located alongside the water tanks. 

 
 Overall, with regard to the overall visibility of the dam, it is concluded that it will be a visually 
inert structure, except for the aforementioned spillway activity, that will appear relatively 
small in the context of its mountainous setting. In some respects (for example its inert, 
monolithic appearance and contiguity with the ridgelines that contain it), it will continue to 
express the natural pattern of landform in the area. The presence of ridges, terraces and 
mature bush will play an important role in reducing the visual dominance of the dam.  

 
 Temporary visual effects arising from construction of the dam 
 
 Arising from construction of the dam will be ephemeral effects on the landscape. The 

construction site covers a total area of approximately 1km2, including the dam structure.  
 
 The construction site will occupy two basic earth platforms (RL 40 and 50) in addition to the 

actual dam site.  These platforms will be cut into the existing hillside, with the cut material 
mostly used in the construction of the dam. The depth of cut will be in the order of 10m. The 
upper and lower platforms will be separated by the access roads to the dam site. 

 
 The upper construction area will contain the following: 
 

·  a warehouse, 
·  workshop,  
·  carpentry workshop,  
·  offices, 
·  a substation substation platform 

 
The lower area will contain: 

 
·   the borrow and stockpile area, 
·   an aggregate production plant,  
·   a concrete plant, the PC  yard, 
·   three aggregate bins,  
·   two settlement ponds, 
·   two cement silos,  
·   a  batch plant.  
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In addition to the above items are two 500m3 water tanks located at RL 150.  
 

One potential layout of the above features are shown on the M11 Dam Site - Construction 
Site Layout Plan.16  

 
 Construction of the dam will entail the removal of bush from the site and its immediate 

surrounds, particularly in the vicinity of the staging area downstream of the dam face.  
Earthworks will follow bush clearance. This will involve preparation of the  site to 
accommodate the dam structure, in addition to the staging area containing project offices, 
workshops, a concrete batching plant, materials storage and so on. The staging area will 
also involve the re-contouring of land to form level platforms and access roads.  

 
 Visually such activity will result in the creation of clearings in the bush and therefore loss of 

visual continuity.  Earthworks will create visual scarring of the land. This latter aspect is not 
entirely foreign in the gorge area, due to natural landslip activity, the scars of which are 
visually evident today.  Nonetheless, such scarring can be visually unattractive, particularly 
in an area that displays high natural character.  

 
 Apart from the earthworks associated with the actual dam structure, the greater extent of it is 

confined to the staging area and access roads. All of this activity will occur at low levels, and 
will be effectively screened by existing bush.  This area therefore will not be visible from any 
key public vantage points, such as at Seddonville. It will only be visible at the dam site itself. 
The reason it will not be visible is that it occurs on the ground plane well below the bush 
canopy. Indeed, the existing ground levels will be lowered, thereby lessening the visible 
extent of earthworks. The lowering will also mean that all accessory buildings and 
construction activity on the staging area will be lower also, meaning that it too will be less 
visible. 

 
 Earthworks associated with the dam will however be visible above the bush canopy. The 

extent of this is not expected to be as great as that for the staging area. And because the 
dam tapers upwards, the extent of earthworks will correspondingly diminish.  As the dam is 
constructed the visible effects of earthworks will lessen as the structure fills in the excavated 
areas.  

 
 Both the staging area and any exposed earthworks around the dam structure will be 

restored through re-vegetation using indigenous species which will reinforce natural patterns 
of landscape. 

 
 Summary of dam visual effects 
 
 Notwithstanding the relatively short term effects of the construction, the permanent visual 

effects of the dam will be twofold.  
 
 The first of these will include some loss of naturalness around the dam site.  Being an 

artificial structure the dam will to some extent contrast with the natural character of the bush 
and mountains that surround it. As alluded to though, the dam will assume some of the 
generic characteristics of its setting, namely its inert monolithic, solid and simple form.  

 
 As seen from the reservoir and gorge that contains it, it will also be apparent that a very 

minor portion of the dam structure will be apparent. The majority of its presence will be seen 
from downstream vantage points, which will be discussed in more detail in the context of the 
Seddonville landscape unit. Further, the dam is located in a way that does not detrimentally 
affect the expression of natural landform patterns. To observers, the mountainous landform 
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of the dam’s setting will overwhelmingly dominate it. Consequently the dam could not be 
considered a dominant or discordant feature of human modification in the landscape. 

 
 The worst visual effects will arise from construction. Post construction it is expected that with 

restoration (re-contouring and re-vegetation) the dam site will increasingly blend in with its 
setting. The reservoir will inundate and therefore conceal the upstream side of the dam, re-
vegetation will increase in height and extent, and the dam will take on a weathered 
appearance over time. In short, the appearance of the dam will improve over time, where it 
will assume some natural character. 

 
 
4.3.3.2 The Reservoir Lake 

 
 At 14km long and 500m at its widest (refer Appendix 2, Photo-simulation 2), with a 200 

metre average width (refer Appendix 2, Photo-simulation 3), the reservoir lake will be by far 
the biggest feature of the proposal. It will therefore have the greatest potential visual effect 
on the landscape, but not necessarily the most adverse. 

  
The major visual difference will be that the narrow water body of the existing river will be 
replaced with a comparatively wide lake.  The width of the lake will vary however. At its 
widest it will be approximately 500 metres (immediately downstream of Anderson Creek). At 
its narrowest the lake will be 100m wide (about 2.5km downstream of the upper lake end). 
The overall width of the lake will be more or less consistent up to just above the Maori Creek 
confluence, about 4km short of the lake end. Thereafter it will narrow to less than 200m. 

 
 Even though the lake will be comparatively wider than the current river, it will nonetheless 

maintain relatively narrow proportions. This is because the length of the lake will be 
considerably longer than its width, in addition to being contained within the relatively narrow 
and steep confines of the gorge. This effect is evident in the Figure 2 map of the lake. 

 
 Because of the above characteristics the proportion of the water body to the surrounding 

terrain will alter. The effect will be to visually widen the valley, (see Figure 5). This will be 
particularly evident downstream of Maori Creek where the lake will be at its widest.  

 
Figure 5:  Schematic cross section of the gorge showing the effects of changing proportion 
between the vertical (v) and horizontal (h) axes where the valley will appear wider and 

 h 

 v 

Proposed lake level 
 
Existing river level 
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shallower once the lake is formed.  The existing proportions are indicated by the solid line, 
while the anticipated are dashed. For the sake of clarity and ease of comparison, these 
proportions are abstracted in the diagram below. These proportions will vary in accordance 
with the width of the lake and variations in the height of the surrounding terrain. 

 
     Existing            Anticipated 
 
 
 
 

As a result of the above effects the deeply incised character of the gorge will be diminished to 
some extent.  The elongated proportion of the lake and steep mountains that surround it will 
nonetheless maintain a sense of incision.  This will be particularly so for the narrowest part of 
the lake above Maori Creek. However, this effect is countered on the wider, lower reaches of 
the lake where the surrounding mountains are higher, and so to some extent the apparent 
narrow proportions of the water body will be maintained in relation to the upper reaches. 

 
A significant visual effect will be the loss of flowing water through the gorge. Visually the 
contrast between rapids and calm stretches highlight the quality of each feature. This effect 
would be lost to inundation from the lake. As a consequence of this, the lake, in contrast to 
the river, would be serene in appearance. That is, it would be devoid of the series of rapids 
that are a feature of the river at present.  Thus an aspect of the dynamic visual character of 
the gorge would be lost.   
 
While formation of the reservoir lake will represent a change in landscape character, it does 
not necessarily mean that this will adversely affect natural patterns of landform and drainage. 
As described above, the proportion of water surface to valley sides will change, but this is not 
inconsistent with naturally occurring lakes elsewhere in the catchment (see photographs 7 
and 8), and in the wider region. Existing calm stretches of the river environment also display 
these characteristics, albeit in a different proportion compared to what is proposed (see 
photograph 12). Further, the relationship of the landform to the waterbody remains the same. 
And because the landform is not being physically altered in any way, its natural character and 
pattern will remain intact. Because of this, there will be no discordant or dominant types of 
apparent human modification with the gorge occupied by the reservoir lake. 

 
 Because the lake will be inland away from coastal winds, and is located in a deep sheltered 

valley, it would be calm most of the time. Accentuating its serenity would be its dark colour 
caused by the presence of tannin. This is a common feature of most West Coast lakes. Why 
it enhances serenity is that the dark water has the effect of accentuating reflectivity. 
Consequently the surrounding landscape will be mirrored in the water body.  The most 
celebrated example of this effect on the West Coast is at Lake Matheson, which famously 
mirrors the high point of the Southern Alps in the Mount Cook region.  This effect will occur on 
the proposed lake where the surrounding bush and mountains will be reflected. The transitory 
effects discussed earlier, such as the occasional presence of mist, will amplify a sense of 
primeval mystique, which is a common feature of many water bodies on the West Coast.   

 
 To some extent, the effects described above are already present on parts of the river, and 

these will resemble the future lake, as shown in Photograph 12. The only difference between 
the current situation shown in Photograph 12 and the future lake is the width – apart from that 
the visual effects will be exactly the same.  The Appendix 2, Photo-simulations 1, 2, and 3 
also illustrate what the proposed lake will look like.   

 
 Notwithstanding the loss of the rapids, there will be essentially no difference between the lake 

surface and that of the present calm stretches of the river. The only essential difference will 
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be in the relatively greater width of the reservoir lake. As noted above, the relationship 
between the water body and the land that contains it will basically remain the same. 

 
 The terrain that contains the gorge will dictate the shoreline of the lake. This will be entirely 

natural throughout the extent of the lake, except for the relatively narrow dam interface. 
Consequently the shore will have a fully natural appearance. The shoreline will have an 
indented appearance due to the many side creeks, gullies and valleys that occur along the 
course of the river. These indentations will be more apparent than they are now due to the 
extent of the lake surface penetrating the side valleys and such like. As a result the shoreline 
will appear to be less uniform than it is now, and therefore more visually irregular.    

 
 The visual relationship of the lake edge with the surrounding hills and bush will remain the 

same as it is now. That is bush will extend down to the lake’s edge where it will resemble the 
scene, albeit with a wider water body, shown in photograph 12 and the Appendix 2, Photo-
simulations 1, 2, and 3. 

 
It is anticipated that under normal operating conditions the lake level will fluctuate up to three 
metres (RL 97 to RL100). This will accord with the natural fluctuations of the river that 
currently occur during flooding (see Photographs 9 and 11a). 

 
 Because the lake will display very high levels of naturalness, it follows that an equally high 

degree of amenity will result. This is despite the change in specific character from a dynamic 
river environment to that of a placid lake.  So even though the reservoir lake will display high 
levels of amenity, there will be no visual cues signalling its presence that are not already 
present in the landscape of the gorge. That is, there will be no new physical or natural 
features on or alongside the lake that will be out of keeping with its natural setting. 

 
 The only exception will be the dam itself, which will represent a relatively small structure as 

seen from the lake. And when the dam will be seen from the lake, views to it will necessarily 
downstream which must include the modified backdrop of Seddonville. That is the dam will be 
visually part of the modified landscape beyond rather than the fully natural setting of the 
gorge above it. 

 

      
 

Photograph 12:  A calm stretch of water in the lower Mokihinui River gorge gives a good 
impression of what the future lake will look like, except that it will be wider. The relationship 
to the surrounding vegetation and landform will be exactly the same as it is now.  
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 Looking upstream from below the dam the lake will be elevated above all easily accessible 
public vantage points. It will therefore not be able to be seen from these. In fact, the lake will 
only be seen from points above it.  Currently there are no significant or readily accessible 
public vantage points above the lake. However, the existing walking track alongside the river 
will be upgraded and repositioned affording good views of the newly formed lake. Boat 
launching facilities would also enable access to the lake, and therefore views of it. 

 
From the lake surface, at no one point will its greatest extent  be seen beyond a maximum 
distance of 2km. This results from the lake’s elongated and serpentine character.  
Consequently the lake will convey a sense of mystique where its full extent can never be 
fully appreciated from any one point on it. For users this will pose the question of “what’s 
around the corner?” thereby promising unheralded views of new landscape features. The 
fact that the lake will characteristically vary in width and punctuated with an indented 
shoreline will add considerably to its visual interest. The effect of this will be to significantly 
enhance appreciation of its character and amenity. Because most lakes on the West Coast 
are roughly circular in form, the Mokihinui Lake will be unique and may well become 
renowned for its sense of visual mystery due to its particularly elongated form.  This will be 
reinforced by the fact that the lake will be completely surrounded and contained by a 
mountainous landscape, except for its end points looking up and down the gorge. This will 
also be an unusual feature compared to most large West Coast lakes. 

 
 Because of the characteristics described above, there is no point in the entire view 

catchment that the lake could be seen in its entirety. That is, even from elevated vantage 
points such as the rarely visited Matiri Plateau and summit of Mt Glasgow, the full extent of 
the lake will not be seen. The only way that it could be seen in its entirety would be from a 
high flying aircraft more or less located directly above the lake. However, the extent of views 
from aircraft in the area will be dependant on altitude, bearing, cloud cover, and proximity to 
the site.    

 
Temporary effects arising from formation of the reservoir lake.   

 
 Formation of the lake will entail the removal of most substantial vegetation. All tall, woody 

vegetation between RL 92 and RL 102 will be removed before, during or shortly after lake 
filling. All shrubby herbaceous vegetation will remain, where it is expected to stabilise soil as 
the lake fills and if inundated, it will eventually decay.  For landscape purposes the reason 
for doing this is to recreate as much as possible a naturalistic shoreline, similar to that which 
exists. Other reasons may include minimisation of underwater hazards to boating and other 
recreational activity such as fishing and swimming. The visual effects of vegetation removal 
will be temporary until the lake fills. It is expected that over time a natural shoreline pattern 
will emerge that should resemble the current riparian strip that typifies existing river pools 
(again see Photograph 12). 

 
 Apart from vegetation removal, there will no other temporary visual effects, such as 

earthworks, resulting from the formation of the lake. 
 

Summary of Visual Effects of the Reservoir Lake 
 
 The major change will be that from a typically dynamic river environment to one of a serene 

lake. Secondly the water body contained by the gorge will be significantly enlarged, and will 
therefore be a much more visually dominant landscape feature compared to the existing 
river.  Despite these changes the gorge landscape is expected to display a very high level of 
natural character, even though the lake is artificially formed. And despite the fact that 
specific patterns of natural drainage will change, the generic character of these will not 
change. To reiterate, lakes are a natural feature of the area, and many of these were formed 
as a result of catastrophic natural events. This means that the landscape in the region 
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evolves both gradually and radically, and that such a process is a naturally occurring 
phenomenon or pattern. In this regard the appearance of the proposed reservoir lake will be 
entirely consistent with the natural pattern of landscape evolution that occurs in the region.  

 
  For anyone approaching the lake from upstream, the question is; what features of the lake 

signal the cause of its formation? The answer is nothing. Not at least until one approaches 
the dam, which comes into view at about 1km above it. Above the 1km mark, there will be 
nothing about the lake to visually suggest that it is anything but natural. In this regard the 
lake will essentially be no different from any other natural lake on the West Coast, with one 
possible exception. The exception is that compared to others on the West Coast, the lake 
will be unusually elongated. But this will not mean that its natural character will be any less, 
since its relationship to the environment that contains it will be no different.  

 
 The elongated and sinuous shape of the lake will make it distinctive, particularly on the West 

Coast. This is not adverse in any way, and indeed adds to the natural landscape diversity of 
Coast. There will certainly be nothing about the proposed lake that could be considered 
visually offensive or discordant. If anything it will positively accentuate many of the natural 
characteristics of the gorge and continue the expression of the natural pattern of landform. 
These will include its incised nature, and more especially the natural indentations of the 
ridges and valleys that contain it. Further, with improved pedestrian and water borne access, 
the public will be better able to appreciate the high natural character and amenity of the 
gorge and hitherto remote landscape beyond. 

 
 Finally, it needs to be appreciated that because the generic natural character of the 

watercourse from a landscape perspective will be preserved, albeit in a different form, it will 
achieve Section 6(a) of the RMA.  Also in a generic sense, the natural patterns of landform 
and drainage will be maintained, especially when considered in the context of landscape 
evolution. In this regard the landscape cannot be considered a static entity, where its 
existing natural character is frozen in time. 

 
4.3.4 Conditions and Measures taken to avoid, remedy and mitigate adverse visual effects 
 
 Mitigation will take two principle forms. One is circumstantial where mitigation arises from 

specific on site conditions that, in this case, favour the dam and lake. The other form of 
mitigation results from measures taken to minimise any adverse effects on the landscape 
arising from the project as far as practicable. The following discussion focuses on the dam 
and lake separately and in turn. 

 
 Mitigation of the Dam  
 
 Firstly there are a number of circumstantial conditions that aid mitigation of the dam, 

particularly with regard to its visual effects on the landscape. 
 
 The first of these concerns the location and height of the dam.  Even though it is located in 

the gorge, it is at the point where the gorge opens out to the Seddonville Flats. In other 
words, the dam is located at the transition point of these two landscape features. In this 
regard the dam serves to reinforce and demarcate the boundary between the flats and the 
gorge. And in so doing, it can be said that it is optimally located at a naturally significant 
topographic change point.  This is better than having such a sizeable structure such as the 
dam located in isolation deep within the gorge landscape, where it would certainly be 
incongruous. The location of the dam therefore allows the basic natural integrity of the gorge 
to remain intact, albeit with a different character. 

 
 The height of the dam influences the upward extent of the reservoir lake. The height of the 

dam in this case was in part determined by concern that the lake should not inundate the 
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Mokihinui Forks. This is because the Forks are form an important transition point from one 
landscape feature to another – that is the gorge from the upper inland basin that the upper 
Mokihinui drains. 

 
 A further effect of the dam’s location is that the greatest visibility effects are largely oriented 

downstream. This will be discussed in more detail when the effects on Seddonville Flats are 
considered. As mentioned, the visual effects of the dam upstream are almost entirely 
obscured by the reservoir lake itself, and that views in any case are curtailed by intervening 
ridgelines and bush. 

 
The second mitigating factor is, as mentioned, the visual relationship of the dam to the 
mountains that contain it. This effect has been discussed in some detail earlier with regard 
to visual effects of the dam. Suffice to say that the dam will appear to relatively small as 
seen within the context of its naturally grandiose setting. Compounding this effect is the fact 
that the dam will be partly obscured by foreground mature bush, except at very close 
quarters (see Appendix 2 Photo-simulations 4, 5, and 6). Further it will appear to be 
contiguous with the ridgeline that contains it.  This will also be discussed in more detail with 
regard to the visual effects from Seddonville Flats. 

 
 Finally, the dam as seen from either upstream or downstream will not visually penetrate the 

skyline. The only exception will be for viewers who are standing at the base of the dam and 
on the approach road just before the dam is reached.  But generally the dam will have a 
dark bush clad landform backdrop. Apart from the aforementioned close quarters, 
consequently the dam will not introduce artificial or discordant lines into the natural 
appearance of the horizon. As a result the dam will, in most situations, appear to blend in 
with its background setting compared to a structure that intrudes the skyline.  

 
 Concerning remedial and mitigation measures, it is intended to restore all earthworked 

areas that are not otherwise required for ongoing operational purposes. This will entail the 
naturalistic re-contouring of disturbed landforms where it is practical to do so. These areas 
will then be re-vegetated using locally sourced native plant species. Weed control will also 
be implemented so as to maintain indigenous purity and to avoid exotic plant invasion of 
surrounding bush.  Apart from reinstating natural landform, on site restoration will also be 
necessary in the stabilisation of areas affected by earthworks.  

 
 Allied to site restoration will be the establishment of public facilities such as boat access, 

picnic areas, an information kiosk and a viewing platform. The latter will be located in the 
vicinity of the water tanks some 80m above the dam, which will provide a very good 
overview of the dam structure and reservoir. 

 
 The final mitigation measure will arise from the effects of natural weathering on the dam 

structure. In what is a naturally wet environment with the reservoir, river, high rainfall and 
high humidity it is expected that the concrete face of the dam’s will weather rapidly. This will 
cause the colour and reflectivity of the dam to darken with time. Compounding this effect will 
be the establishment of lichens and mosses that inevitably grow on all monolithic surfaces in 
the humid conditions of the West Coast. Superficially therefore, the dam will take on an 
increasingly natural appearance as time goes on.  

 
 Assisting this effect will be the ongoing establishment and maturity of bush around the dam. 

This will have the effect of softening the dam’s appearance of its juncture with the landform 
that supports it, while maintaining expression of natural landform pattern. 

 
 Measures to avoid, remedy and mitigate the Reservoir Lake 
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 Despite the loss of the gorge’s riverine character within the inundation area, it is not 
considered that the proposed reservoir lake will generate any adverse visual effects. This 
conclusion is based on the premise that, depending on the circumstances, it does not 
always follow that a change in landscape character results in adverse effects. While it is 
accepted that the gorge has a very high level of natural character from a landscape 
perspective, it is not an iconic West Coast landscape. Nor is it well known and easily 
accessed by the public. The visual aspects of natural character of the gorge will be just as 
high with the lake as it is with the river. Similarly, the amenity of the gorge will be equally as 
high, if not higher. The reason it will be higher is that the lake will enable improved public 
access and therefore greater public appreciation of the surrounding landscape.  It is also 
well known that the public find water bodies in natural settings very attractive.  So in this 
regard the proposed lake will more than adequately achieve Section 7(c) matters concerning 
the maintenance of amenity values, and in so doing accord with the definition of amenity in 
the RMA. And as mentioned, it will further achieve Section 6(a) requiring the preservation of 
the visual aspects of natural character of water bodies, irrespective of how they are formed. 

 
 Avoidance wise, the only concern relates to the need to clear vegetation from around the 

proposed lakeshore, which has been described earlier. The aim is to ensure that the 
shoreline displays the visual aspect of natural character expected of it, subject to the 
fluctuations in lake level. As mentioned, such fluctuations naturally occur in the river gorge, 
ranging up to around 6m for a 1 in 5 year flood event. It is expected that over time that 
shoreline vegetation will adapt in response to the new lake level. And this will occur in much 
the same way as lakes newly formed by natural events, such as earthquake induced 
landslides, which are relatively common in the region. The only difference with the proposed 
lake is that there will be no dead trees evident above the lake surface compared to those 
that occur naturally (see again Photograph 8). 

 
 Finally, because there are no earthworks or artificial structures associated with the proposed 

lake beyond the immediate environs of the dam, the need to avoid, remedy or mitigate such 
features is therefore not required.  

 
 Overall, because the proposed lake will visibly display a very high level of of natural 

character and amenity, there will be no need to avoid, remedy or mitigate any effects on 
these aspects. Indeed it could be regarded as an enhancement in that public appreciation of 
the visual aspects of natural character and amenity of the area will be improved. In that 
regard it is highly likely the new lake will be widely promoted not only for its recreational 
attractions, but also for its natural scenic quality.  

 
4.1.5 Key Findings 
 

The Dam 
 

·  The dam will be located on the boundary between the gorge and  Seddonville Flats. 
·  Visually the dam will be monolithic, structurally inert, simple which are qualities 
 that are common with natural features on the West Coast such as cliffs and rock 
 outcrops.  
·  Allied to the above point, the dam will not be inconsistent with maintaining 
 natural landform patterns. 
·  The design and location of the dam is such that it is an appropriate built form that 
 references natural landscape features commonly found on the West Coast. 
·  The much greater scale of the mountainous landscape in which it is located 
 diminishes the apparent size of the dam. 
·  Over time the dam will weather and therefore take on an increasingly natural patina 
 and character. 
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·  The dam will have a landform backdrop, thereby maintaining the naturalness of the 
 skyline horizons in the surrounding landscape. 
·  A relatively small proportion of the dam will be visible from within the gorge upstream 
 of it. 
·  The visually more complex staging area and accessory plant will be located well 
 below the dam in amongst mature native bush that will screen these features 
 from view.  
·  All disturbed areas not required for ongoing operations will be fully 
 rehabilitated with a combination of re-contouring and locally source native plant re-
 vegetation. 
·  With regard to all of the above, the dam will not appear as a dominant or discordant 
 expression of human modification within the landscape of its setting. 

 
 The Reservoir Lake 
 

·  The specific natural character of the gorge will change from a dynamic riverine 
 environment to that of a placid lake, but the generic natural character, drainage and 
 landform patterns will remain the same. 
·  Because the proposed lake will not generate any adverse visual effects, there is no 
 requirement for it to be mitigated. 
·  Existing significant vegetation around the lakeshore will be removed so as to 
 create and maintain a natural appearance on the reservoir  lake surface.  
·  The proposed lake will provide a very high level of natural amenity, and as a 
 consequence will display considerable scenic quality. 
·  Improved public access will enable better appreciation of the natural landscape 
 qualities of the lake and its surrounds, and in this regard will be in accord with the 
 definition of amenity in the RMA. 

 
 
4.4 Seddonville Flats 
 

As mentioned under the Mokihinui Gorge heading above, the dam is located at the 
boundary between that and Seddonville Flats.  It will therefore have visual effects on 
Seddonville Flats.  The transmission line and upgraded access road will also run across the 
flats, resulting in further visual effects on this landscape unit. The Seddonville Flats are 
outside public conservation lands. 

 
4.4.1 Existing Landscape Character 
 
 Seddonville Flats occupy a basin that begins immediately below the proposed dam site and 

extends to where Chasm Creek joins the Mokihinui River. The Flats comprise two distinct 
parts, which are essentially defined by land use (see Photograph 13).  The upper part is 
bush covered, and makes up approximately one third of the total area. The remaining lower 
two thirds are predominantly pastureland supporting the Seddonville Motor Hotel,  
Seddonville Holiday Park, Mokihinui Domain Camp, Rough and Tumble Lodge and a 
smattering of dwellings that make up the Seddonville settlement. 

 
 For the first 2km below the dam site, the bush covered flats comprise two distinct terraces of 

roughly equal size on either side of the river. They are more or less enveloped by a 
pronounced ‘S’ bend in the river. A consequence of this bend in the river in combination with 
the mature bush is that it is not possible to attain views directly upstream toward the dam 
site at river level.  
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 Photograph 13:  The Seddonville Flats looking westwards from directly above the proposed 

dam site.  In the foreground are the bush covered terraces, with the current access road 
evident to the left. The pastoral flats and Seddonville dwellings are apparent in the middle 
ground. The location of Rough and Tumble Lodge is indicated by the white arrow, and the 
‘Mokihinui Preserve’ subdivision is indicated by the yellow arrow. 

 
 As mentioned the remaining flats are entirely pastoral apart from the small number of 

buildings that make up the settlement.  The extent of the flats is well defined and contained 
by the bush clad hills that bound them. These form a pinch point at Chasm Creek, which 
gives the appearance that Seddonville is a discrete self contained basin or enclave. 
Reinforcing this effect is the contrast that arises from the adjoining hill and flat landforms, in 
addition to that between pastoral land use and neighbouring bush. 

 
Because the upper flats are almost entirely bush covered, they display a high level of 
naturalness. There is however some modification within this area. This consists of an 
existing access road that terminates about 1km above the cableway (dam site).  Running 
alongside the road until Burke Creek is a transmission line servicing Rough and Tumble 
Lodge and ‘Mokihinui Preserve’ subdivision.  The lodge and the subdivision also contribute 
to modification of the landscape on the upper flats. And finally a narrow finger of farmland 
follows the true right river bank to just above the Burke Creek junction.  These features are 
evident in Photograph 13 above. Because of this level of modification the upper Seddonville 
Flats cannot be considered to have the same level of high naturalness that the gorge has.  

 
Being entirely pastoral, with scattered residential activity, the lower Seddonville Flats have a 
high level of modification. Roads and overhead services add to this effect, as does the 
presence of exotic vegetation.  The area would once have been bush, where the current 
pastoral regime lies at the opposite vegetative extreme. The landscape modification 
associated with pastoral land use is typical comprising fences, farm tracks, paddocks, 
accessory buildings, water troughs and so on. Existing buildings and infrastructure are 
modest in scale and extent. Buildings are generally widely spaced and as a result building 
density is low. The effect of this is to allow the surrounding rural environment to permeate 
the settlement.  Consequently the Seddonville Flats, in their entirety, are strongly rural in 
character.  

 
 The final point to make is that the flats are not entirely flat. They display a fair degree of level 

change, due to their alluvial origins manifest as remnant river terraces, fans and minor 
gullies.  Hump and hollow earthworks associated with farming also contributes to variation in 
land form. 

 



 

 53 

4.4.2 Landscape values 
 
 Because the Flats comprise two distinct land use areas, the landscape values for each will, 

in some ways, differ. The principle difference is that the bush clad flats immediately below 
the dam site display a significantly higher level of naturalness compared to the pastoral flats 
below. But as mentioned, the upper flats are nonetheless modified to some extent, even 
though the bush remains dominant. Consequently, the modification means that the bush 
flats have a somewhat lower level of naturalness compared to the Mokihinui Gorge above 
them. The gorge landscape is pristine, despite some minor historic modification, whereas 
the same cannot be said of the bush flats below the dam site.  

 
 Further, the bush flats cannot be considered to rank highly in accordance with the ‘Pigeon 

Bay’ criteria applied to the gorge landscape. This is not only because of the modification 
levels within the flats, but also because they are not particularly extensive. As a natural 
landscape type they are also a common feature on the West Coast, and so cannot be 
considered rare.  

 
 Nevertheless, the bush flats do include some fine lowland mature forest which does 

contribute positively to landscape diversity in the area.  The mature bush, particularly in 
combination with the river that runs through it, also provides a high level of amenity. This 
effect is reinforced by the bush clad mountains that form a visual backdrop to the flats. With 
the moderate levels of modification in the bush flats, and because landform wise they 
belong to the Seddonville Flats as a whole, they form a visual transition zone between the 
natural and pastoral landscape.  

 
 For the above reasons, and the fact that they are low lying, the bush flats are capable of 

absorbing further modification, albeit at modest levels. The low levels allow vegetation to 
mask physical features, depending on the height of the latter. The natural undulations within 
the flats can also reinforce this effect. 

 
 Moving to the pastoral flats, the main thing to note is their high level of modification. This 

has been described above. What this level of modification means is that the pastoral 
landscape of Seddonville does not display high landscape values in terms of naturalness.  
As a result, it is capable of absorbing a fair amount of additional modification, especially if it 
is able to more or less maintain existing landscape patterns. 

 
 Being rural, the landscape is nonetheless pleasant, with an abundance of greenery and 

open space. Consequently the environment is peaceful, and largely because of the natural 
landscape that surrounds it, is visually appealing.   Its relatively small and intimate scale 
reinforces this effect, which is further strengthened by a strong sense of visual containment.  

 
 Overall, the pastoral flats convey a high degree of amenity.  While their pastoral character 

significantly contributes to amenity; this is also greatly enhanced by the natural character of 
the surrounding landscape.  

 
 
4.4.3 Visual Effects 
 
 From both areas comprising the Seddonville Flats, the effects of the proposed scheme will 

be twofold. One will be the visual effects of the dam as seen from the Flats, and the other 
will concern the effects of the transmission line.  The visual effects will largely result from the 
visual presence of these features rather than from the long term effects of bush clearance 
and earthworks. 
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 The visual effects of the dam 
 

Compared to the transmission line, the dam is a large and visually bulky structure. The 
greatest extent of its face will be oriented toward the Seddonville Flats. It will therefore have 
the greatest potential for visual effects from this area.  

 
 Affected parties will principally include Seddonville residents. Visitors to the area will also be 

potentially affected.  
 
 As noted earlier the location of the dam lies on the topographical and land use boundary 

between the Gorge and Seddonville Flats.  As viewed from the Flats, the dam will appear as 
a simple looking monolithic wall. Photo-simulations 4, 5, and 6 indicate what it will look like 
from some viewpoints within Seddonville Flats.  Irrespective of where it is seen from the 
Flats, essentially views to the dam will differ little from what is shown in the simulations.  

 
 Because of intervening ridgelines and the mature bush between the dam and the Flats, not 

all of the dam will be seen. Undulations in the terrain near the dam will also assist by 
elevating the bush in relation to it. The effects of this partial screening are also evident in the 
photo-simulations. Also see Appendix 1 Map 5 and its accompanying photograph, which 
shows the extent of the viewshaft between the dam and Seddonville Flats. This indicates 
that a relatively small portion of the Flats will exposed to views of the dam. 

 
 Somewhat paradoxically, the dam will not be visible from the Rough and Tumble Lodge, 

which is the closest affected party to the site, being approximately 1km away. The reason it 
would not be seen is due to the surrounding bush. This was determined when a ‘blimp’ 
(large balloon) was raised to a level equating with the uppermost part of the proposed dam 
and noted that it could not be seen from the lodge, even when it was raised considerably 
higher than the top of the proposed dam. The experiment has subsequently been confirmed 
with the use of high resolution surveying (LIDAR) and associated digital terrain modelling 
(by Truescape Limited). 

 
Time will also affect the appearance of the dam as seen from the Seddonville Flats. Bearing 
in mind that only the top portion of the dam will be visible from the Flats, the ephemeral 
visual effects of construction will be confined to the upper reaches of the dam site. Visual 
effects will include initial bush clearance and ensuing earthworks on the gorge walls that will 
support the dam. Because of the way the dam is oriented in relation to Seddonville Flats, it 
is anticipated that most of these effects will only be apparent on the northern (true right) side 
of the dam site. The true left will largely be screened by mature bush and the 
aforementioned oblique orientation.  Once the dam is constructed, most of the gorge face 
affected by earthworks will be supplanted by the structure.  

 
 Being constructed of concrete, the dam will appear to be quite light in colour to start with. 

Over time, and as discussed earlier, it will weather and become increasingly dull. As it does 
so, the dam will blend in more and more with its setting.  

 
The general visual effects of the transmission line 

 
 Before considering the effects of the transmission line on Seddonville Flats, it is necessary 

to describe the more general visual effects. This is because these effects apply to the 
transmission line for its entire route.  

 
The transmission lines will comprise a total of four wires (three conductors and an earthwire) 
supported by poles ranging in height from 14 to 20m high, with an additional 2.8 metre high 
steel earth pole. Depending on their location and function, the poles will be either made of 
steel or concrete.  All the poles will taper from a wide base to a narrow apex. For the steel 
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poles the base diameter will be 800 -1000mm narrowing to 400mm at the apex. For the 
concreted poles the base will be 600mm diameter, tapering to 300mm at the apex. 

 
 Where the transmission line crosses areas of vegetation exceeding 3m high, taller plant 

material will have to be reduced in height for a distance of 10m to 15m either side of the 
transmission line. 

 
 In general, the main visual effects of the transmission line will be visibility of the structure 

and the clearance of vegetation. It is not anticipated that any major additional vehicle access 
tracks will be constructed, although some side tracks are likely in some areas giving access 
from existing roads. 

 
 By virtue of their modest dimensions, the transmission lines will not display high levels of 

visual bulk. This means that the landscape they run through will not be visually occluded by 
them. That is, views to landscape in which they are located will be maintained, although a 
certain level of visual detraction will occur, particularly in areas of high natural character. 

 
 The location of the transmission lines in relation to the viewer will also affect visual amenity. 

Generally it is better for the lines to have a landform backdrop rather than to intrude 
skylines.  A landform backdrop helps lines to be visually absorbed into the landscape.  

 
 The visual effects of the transmission line at Seddonville Flats 
 
 The proposed transmission line will more or less run alongside the existing access road from 

the dam site and  then turn sharply south west across farm paddocks before ascending the 
hills toward Charming Creek.  The existing lines that service Rough and Tumble Lodge and 
the Mokihinui Preserve Subdivision will be replaced with underground cabling along the 
existing access road. From a visual perspective, the existing lines that service the lodge and 
subdivision will be replaced with larger and taller poles and conductors of the proposed 
overhead transmission line. 

 
 The principal visual effects will involve vegetation clearance to a maximum height of 3m 

alongside the Mokihinui Gorge Road for a width of 12m. (between poles 1 – 14). The road 
corridor itself will provide clear space for the remaining 10m clearance requirement (nominal 
road reserve is 20m wide). The vegetation to be cleared is semi-mature native bush. Only 
that vegetation exceeding 3m in height will be cleared, and so the visual effects of bush will 
remain, albeit diminished.  Nonetheless, the bush clearance will visually widen the road 
corridor, but this will not be apparent from Seddonville. This is because views from 
Seddonville up to the dam site are blocked by foreground vegetation, and by the fact that 
the road curves away from view shaft alignments. Further, because the bush clad flats are 
low lying, as are the pastoral flats of Seddonville, the effects of foreshortening also preclude 
views.  Overall, it will not be possible to appreciate the widened corridor from Seddonville 
Flats. The widening will only be perceptible to those who travel the Mokihinui Gorge Road 
within the bush clad area.  

 
 Those most affected by the transmission line will involve a number of properties at the 

Mokihinui Preserve subdivision.  Photo-simulations 8, 9, and 10 illustrate views from the 
lowest Lots in the subdivision, since these are potentially the most affected. For Lots 10 and 
11, photo-simulations 9 and 10 demonstrate that the visual effects are not significant. The 
lines will be visible as glimpses between trees, but because they are low relative to the 
building platforms, they will not interrupt key views. This is because views of the 
transmission lines have as their visual backdrop foreground bush, which causes them to 
visually recede into their background. The thinness of the lines and their natural grey colour 
assist in this regard, resulting in a high degree of visual transparency. It should also be 
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noted with regard to the lines that the existing transmission wires are currently visible from 
these Lots. 

 
 Views from Lot 1 (Photo-simulation 8) are compromised somewhat by the lines though, but 

not by the bulkier poles that support them. Here the lines intrude views toward the Mokihinui 
River, as they do now, but to a lesser extent to what are anticipated.  While a high degree of 
transparency will be maintained, views to the river will be marred.  There may be a way of 
overcoming this, such as elevation of the building platform which will lessen the obstruction 
of views, but this method would need further investigation. It should also be noted that the 
exact position of the lines within a fixed corridor are not yet determined.  So there maybe 
some site specific leeway within the fixed corridor resulting in an improved outcome. 

 
 Where the lines turn south west across the farm paddocks, it is evident that adverse visual 

effects will be negligible (see Photo-simulations 5 and 6).  Much of the line will not be visible 
in any case due to foreground vegetation, and this is apparent in Photo-simulations 5 and 6.  
Where views of the line are afforded, they will be in the form of glimpses, rather than 
extensive panoramas of it.   

 
 Where the transmission line ascends the hill south west of Seddonville, views of it will be 

more apparent. This will result purely from the rise in elevation, and will therefore display a 
higher level of visibility compared to the transmission line on the flats. Compounding these 
visual effects is the fact that the line will need to travel through a mix of bush, scrub and pine 
plantation. Some clearance will therefore be necessary, creating a visually obvious corridor 
through the vegetation, but with plant material nonetheless remaining below the line. This 
corridor will only be visible when viewed in direct alignment to it. This alignment does not 
face any public vantage point, or any dwelling. Given these circumstances, it is anticipated 
that the line will not adversely affect visual amenity in a significant way.  

 
4.4.4 Avoidance, Remediation and Mitigation 
 
 Circumstantial conditions in terms of avoiding, remedying and mitigating adverse effects are 

considered to heavily favour the dam and transmission lines as seen from Seddonville Flats.  
These have been referred to in the discussion regarding visual effects. But to reiterate by 
way of summary, the following circumstantial characteristics mitigate the presence of the 
dam and transmission lines. 

 
·  The dam will have a landform backdrop, rather than intruding the skyline. 
·  The dam is proportionately a very small feature within the context of its mountainous 

backdrop setting (again see Photo-simulations 4, 5, 6, and 7). 
·  Intervening ridgelines mean that the view catchment of the dam is very narrow (see 

again Appendix 1 Map 5 and accompanying photograph). 
·  Mature bush and terrain undulations mean that at no one point will more than the 

upper half of the dam be visible. 
·  That for the same reason, the closer one moves toward the dam the less visible it 

becomes, until one reaches the area immediately in front of the dam. 
·  The dam is visibly located on the boundary between the flats and the mountains 

containing the gorge. 
·  Because the dam is around 3km from vantage points in Seddonville, the effects of 
 perspective diminish its apparent size. 
·  For most of the day, and especially in winter, the dam will be shaded by surrounding 

mountains, which will have the effect of darkening its appearance, (Photo-
simulations 4 – 7 illustrate this effect). 
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 Because of the above characteristics, there is little need to actively mitigate the presence of 
the dam as seen from Seddonville. In other words the adverse effects on landscape values 
are minor with no need to avoid, remedy or mitigate these. Otherwise the avoidance, 
remediation and mitigation of visual effects arising from the dam as described within the 
Mokihinui Gorge landscape unit will equally apply within the Seddonville Flats landscape 
unit. 

 
 Regarding the transmission line, the greatest effects will occur with respect to the lower 

properties, especially Lot 1, in the Mokihinui Preserve subdivision. Mitigation, especially in 
respect of Lot 1 may be possible through optimisation of line location and elevation. 

 
 Otherwise the local circumstances of the transmission line avoid, remedy and mitigate actual 

and potential adverse effects in its favour. These are summarised as follows: 
 

·  The lines are at low elevation and are therefore obscured by foreground vegetation. 
·  The line corridor is not aligned with any significant vantage points. 
·  Use of poles instead of more visually bulky steel lattice towers. 
·  Low vegetation will remain in place. 
·  The line route through the entire Seddonville Flats area has a landform backdrop. 
·  The existing line along the access road that supplies the ‘Rough and Tumble’ Lodge 
 and ‘Mokihinui Preserve’ subdivision will be  undergrounded and replaced with the 
 larger power station transmission line. 
·  The line is in a landscape character area that is already modified to varying extents 
 by existing infrastructure and other activity. 

 
 It is considered therefore, that given these circumstances, there is no need to implement 

further avoidance, remediation and mitigation measures. 
 
4.5 Charming Creek Road and Walkway 
 
4.5.1 Existing Landscape Character 
 
 From the Seddonville Flats Charming Creek road enters moderately steep hill country where 

it winds its way to terminate at the start of the walkway. The overall length of the road 
through the hills is approximately 7km. Initially the road passes through scrub and 
regenerating bush, with more mature bush forming a backdrop on the Glasgow Range.  
After about 3km the road descends into the Charming Creek catchment where it passes 
through exotic pine forest. The forest is fairly extensive in some areas and sporadic in others 
(see Photograph 14).  Overall the pines and associated gorse are encountered over a 
distance of around 3km.  

 
 

 

Photograph 14:  
Charming Creek road 
passes through stands of 
exotic pine forest on its 
way to the northern start 
point of the walkway. 
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 The final section comprises mostly regenerating bush with patches of gorse apparent. It is 

evident that the original mature native bush has been extensively milled in the area, and 
remnants of milling activity are still apparent.  Indeed the walkway follows the old Charming 
Creek Coal Company railway (see Photograph 15) and although used to extract coal from 
the catchment, remnant timber milling activity is also apparent.  

 

 
 

Photograph 15:  The Charming Creek Walkway follows an historic railway, and as 
illustrated above, through regenerating native bush.  

 

 
 
 
 The walkway basically follows Charming Creek as it winds its way westward to the sea. 

Initially the track passes through early stage regeneration of native bush, where the 
vegetation consists of mostly manuka and shrubby broadleaf. Mature bush is apparent in 
the background on the westward Radcliff Ridge and to a lesser extent on hills to the east.  
As the track progresses downstream the bush becomes increasingly mature, although 
extensive patches of manuka are evident on the true left of Charming Creek. At the junction 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photograph 16:  Historic coal 
and timber milling relics are 
common features found along 
the Charming Creek Walkway 
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of Ngakawau Gorge the bush is fully mature where the track then enters a tunnel and 
crosses a suspension bridge. Charming Creek flows into a gorge at this point for the final 
3km journey to the sea.  

 
 Overall the landscape of Charming Creek and its access road becomes increasingly pristine 

the further downstream one travels.  Striking natural features such as the Mangatini Falls, 
Ngakawau Gorge and Charming Creek Gorge are also concentrated downstream, and will 
not be visually affected by the proposed transmission line route because it is some distance 
from them and is also screened by intervening bush and landforms. These features 
contribute significantly to the natural character of their setting.  

 
 
4.5.2 Landscape values 
 

As described, this particular landscape unit consists of two distinct character areas, being 
the access road and the walkway. The landscape values of each are described in turn. 

 
 The access road 
 
 Because the access road is in itself a modification and goes through mostly exotic 

vegetation, its natural landscape value is not especially high. There is however an elevated 
level of naturalness soon after the road leaves Seddonville as it passes through and 
alongside some native bush. But the duration of this section of the road is not long ranging 
for about a kilometre past Hauler Creek.  A glimpse of Chasm Creek Bridge also provides a 
momentary highlight on the way into the walkway.  Apart from the road, there is not much 
else in the way of modification such as buildings and infrastructure. And for these reasons, 
the road access displays a moderate level of naturalness. This will probably increase over 
time as previously milled native bush in the area regenerates.  The pine plantations will 
necessitate, at some time in the future, harvesting operations. This will have a significant 
effect on landscape amenity alongside the road and transmission line route. Consequently, 
potential landscape values in the area will be considerably diminished, although the effects 
of this may be transient if bush is allowed to regenerate.   

 
 The road is evidently not subject to heavy usage, and nor is it a major tourist route. 

Nonetheless it is well used by those walking the northern section of the Charming Creek 
Walkway, in addition to servicing the pine plantation and local recreational access.  It should 
noted however, that the southern part of the Walkway between Ngakawau Township and 
Ngakawau Gorge is the more popular section, and is the least visually affected by the 
proposed transmission line.  Amenity wise, it is a reasonably pleasant route into the area, 
dominated by the predominance of vegetation. It is not a road that affords exceptional views 
to significant natural features although, as mentioned, a glimpse of Chasm Creek does 
provide some visual interest.  

 
 Charming Creek Walkway 
 
 As alluded to in the landscape description, the landscape associated with the walkway 

becomes increasingly natural and dramatic in appearance as one progresses southward 
from its northern end.  Apart from its historic remnants, the southern end, in the vicinity of 
Ngakawau Gorge and Mangatini Falls, displays a very high level of unmodified natural 
character.  But because much of the northern end has been cleared and is regenerating, its 
character is less pristine. Despite this, it too is predominantely natural in character, due to 
the prevalence of native vegetation and general lack of structures, apart from remnants 
alongside the walking track. 
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 Because the Charming Creek Gorge, Ngakawau Gorge and Mangatini Falls are all in 
proximity to each other, and because they are surrounded by mature native bush, they form 
a highly distinctive combination of landscape features. The historic features, especially the 
Mangatini Tunnel, also add to landscape value of the area with regard to heritage values.  
The gorges and falls are without doubt outstanding landscape features and would therefore 
accord with the requirements of RMA Section 6(b). 

 
But because they are discrete landscape features, they could not be considered an 
outstanding natural landscape.  Nor for that matter could the Charming Creek basin, since in 
the context of the West Coast it is not particularly ‘conspicuous, eminent, especially because 
of excellence … remarkable.’17   

 
Regarding amenity and public appreciation, the landscape through which the walkway 
passes is undoubtedly a very pleasant environment to be in.  This results from its general 
naturalness, and many points of physical and natural interest.  Consequently it displays 
considerable diversity in its relatively short length. Adding to amenity is an ambient sense of 
peace and quite, and even some feeling of remoteness. Its ease of access means that a 
wide range of people are able to experience all of the values described above. 

 
4.5.3 Visual Effects 
 

This landscape unit is not visually affected by the dam or reservoir. It is therefore potentially 
affected by the transmission line only. The proposed transmission line corridor will more or 
less run parallel to the Charming Creek Walkway and its access road.  

 
The transmission line will run more or less parallel to the Charming Creek access road and 
walkway.  Although there is an option to follow the road for its entirety, the preferred option 
is for it to bypass the first half of the road. The transmission line will then follow the second 
half of the road leading to the start of the walkway.  
 

Because the landscape alongside the road is mixed in terms of modification and vegetation 
regimes, much of which is exotic, and is therefore not particularly remarkable, the 
transmission line will not generate unacceptable adverse effects. That is, it will not be out of 
keeping, or unexpected, in such a setting.  Further, because the line will be elevated above 
the road, not only resulting from the height of the poles, but also the hilly terrain, the visual 
effects will not be fully appreciated by road users.  Overhead tree canopies will reinforce this 
effect where they occur along the road. As a result, views of transmission lines will be 
experienced as occasional glimpses. 
 

Taller trees will be removed to make way for the line alongside the road. Most of these are 
exotic pine, with occasional stands of semi-mature bush. The erratic extent of this 
vegetation means that its removal is not going to overly deviate from this pattern. 
 

At the road terminus, the transmission line then cuts across the hillside above the walkway. 
For the most part vegetation beneath the transmission line will be manuka and emergent 
broadleaf indigenous species. There are some points where the line will intrude into fingers 
of more mature native bush, and where this occurs it will be cut. But because the cuts will 
run parallel to the walkway the remaining vegetation will screen views of the transmission 
line corridor as illustrated in the following Figure 6 diagram. 
 
 

                                                                                                                            

                                                
17 Environment Court New Zealand, Decision No. C180/99, Wakatipu Environmental Society Inc. v The Queenstown 
Lakes District Council, paragraph 82 
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Figure 6:  A schematic diagram showing how intervening bush obscures views of the 
transmission line corridor for walkers on the Charming Creek Walkway.  

 
 
 

The distance of the transmission line from the walkway will vary considerably because of the 
winding nature of the latter.   However, visibility of the line is not necessarily going to be a 
function of distance. That is, it does not follow that proximity to the line means that it will be 
more visible. This is because variations in landform and abundant vegetation along the track 
will mean that any views of the line will be intermittent. Visual effects will therefore be 
determined by variables such as these, in addition to orientation of the track in relation to the 
line. 

 
Nevertheless, the line will introduce a visible physical feature, where none currently exists, in 
a landscape of very high amenity value.  Resulting from the need to avoid potential adverse 
effects on visual amenity and natural character, the line route has been made to deviate 
away from the more critical area of the Ngakawau Gorge and Charming Creek junction.  
Even though it will cross the gorge, digital terrain modelling18 demonstrates that the 
transmission line will not be seen from this important vantage point on the walkway. Since 
the modelling was undertaken, the route of the transmission line has been shifted further 
east, which means that it will still not be visible.  This means that there will be no adverse 
visual effects of the transmission line on the southern end of the walkway. And at the 
sensitive southern end at the Ngakawau Gorge and Charming Creek junction, there will be 
no adverse visual effects at all as seen from the Walkway.  

 
Shortly after crossing Ngakawau Gorge the transmission line ascends Stockton Plateau, 
where it will not be seen from the walkway due to intervening bush and landform. 

 
 

                                                
18 Prepared by Truescape Limited  
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4.5.4 Avoidance, Remediation and Mitigation 
 

Mitigation along the Charming Creek access road and walkway largely arises from route 
design based on the optimal avoidance of potential adverse visual effects and as a result of 
stakeholder consultation. This has been alluded to in the discussion on visual effects.  
Nevertheless, there are some measures to be undertaken that involve active mitigation of 
the transmission line in the more visually sensitive environment of the walkway. As potential 
adverse effects on visual amenity and landscape character are considered to be minor there 
is no need for further avoidance, remediation or mitigation of the transmission line alongside 
the Charming Creek access road. 
 
Mitigating circumstances along the walkway include the fact that the transmission line will 
run more or less parallel to it. This will mean that much of it will be screened by existing 
vegetation and trackside landforms and embankments (see Photograph 16 and Figure 6 
diagram). Further circumstantial mitigation will occur over time as a result of natural bush 
regeneration. As trees grow, they will increasingly screen the transmission line as seen from 
the walkway. 
 
In addition to careful routeing, a further avoidance measure will involve the installation of 
poles by helicopter, thus avoiding the need for an access road. This will result in minimal 
disturbance of the natural environment in the vicinity of the walkway. 
 

 
 

 
 
 Photograph 16:  Along much of the Charming Creek Walkway trackside vegetation, and in 

places embankments such as that shown above, serve to obscure potential views to the 
transmission line. 
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4.6 Stockton Plateau 
 
4.6.1 Existing Landscape Character 
 
 
 The proposed transmission line will run up onto and across the plateau from the Charming 

Creek catchment.  It will terminate at the southern end of the Plateau. 
 

As the name suggests, Stockton Plateau is an elevated landform rising to just over an 
average height of around 800masl. It is about 12km long and 3km wide.  Because of its 
elevation and the consequent panoramic views that are to be had from the plateau, the 
scale of the landscape is very expansive.  

 
 The plateau is well known for the extensive coal mining operation it supports.  Consequently 

this activity has had a major effect on the landscape of much, but not all, of the plateau (see 
Photograph 17).  Most of the current mining occurs on the north western sector of the 
plateau, although further mining is expected to take place to the east.  It occupies almost 
one half of the plateau. 

 

 
 
 Photograph 17:  Looking north across the Stockton Plateau coal mining site, where 

operations have a considerable effect on the landscape. The proposed transmission line will 
run up to 200m east of the mining operation, which is to the right hand side of the scene in 
this photograph. 

 
 
 The mining activity is expressed in the landscape as a network of wide dirt roads, open cast 

mine pits, stockpiles of excavated overburden, dams, a clutch of service buildings and allied 
utility structures. Some landform restoration is apparent at the mine site, and it is anticipated 
that once mining ceases the entire area will be similarly treated.  

 
 Over half the plateau appears relatively untouched, although it has a somewhat barren and 

desolate appearance. This appears to be due to local soil conditions that appear shallow on 
the plateau pavement and are understood to have a high acid content.  Consequently 
vegetation, comprising mostly tussock and shrubs is stunted. There is little in the way of tall 
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mature trees. Despite these conditions it has been noted by botanists 19 ‘… that the 
Ngakawau Ecological District is the only ecological district in New Zealand defined by the 
presence of extensive elevated coal measures rocks and associated landforms and 
vegetation (McEwen 1987), and that the Upper Waimangaroa Valley comprises the least 
modified remaining area of these coal measures.’  Consequently the eastern part of the 
plateau currently displays a high level of natural character (see Photograph 18), but this will 
change with new mines being opened up in the vicinity of Cypress Stream.  

 

 
 

Photograph 18:  The view east across the Stockton Plateau from the mine site at Mount 
Frederick. The proposed transmission line will run horizontally across the valley floor in the 
middle ground of the photograph.  The Mount William Range is in the background. 

 
 The landform through which the transmission line will pass is essentially an elevated valley 

bound to the east by the Mount William Range and to the west by the unnamed ridgeline 
comprising Mounts Frederick and Augustus.  The landform of the valley plateau (commonly 
known as ‘Happy Valley’) comprises gentle gradients incised by many small streams. The 
latter all run eastwards into the Waimangaroa and Mangatini headwaters.  Because of the 
generally low vegetation and preponderance of tussock land, the valley landform is highly 
legible.  

 
Overall, moving across the plateau from the north following the transmission line route, the 
landscape initially displays a high level of modification. Moving south it becomes 
increasingly natural in character, particularly from Webb Stream to Denniston Plateau.   

 
 Climate on the plateau is a significant ephemeral feature of the landscape. Because of its 

elevation the climate is often misty and wet. When these conditions prevail, the combination 
of this with the low lying vegetation and exposed bedrock gives the plateau landscape a 
desolate and forbidding atmosphere. This feeling is reinforced by the sense of remoteness 
that arises from its visual isolation from nearby settlements.  

 
 
 

                                                
19 Knightbridge 
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4.6.2 Landscape values 
 
 The Plateau is a mix of very high modification due to the extensive mining operation, and 

moderately high natural value in areas not yet mined.  Future mining will significantly 
increase the levels of modification. All these characteristics are within the same visual 
catchment, and therefore cannot be visually separated from each other. That is, the visual 
effects of the mining operation extend well beyond the mine boundary. The reason for this is 
that there is very little in the way of tall vegetation and intervening landform to screen the 
mine from surrounding areas. This means the visual effects of the mine extend into the more 
natural area of the Plateau, which will be exacerbated in the event of further mining. 

 
 The overall effect is that the landscape values of the Plateau are degraded.  Consequently 

the values range from low to moderate, particularly for the northern end of the Plateau 
between Mount Frederick and Rome Ridge. The area south of Mount Frederick to Denniston 
Plateau has higher landscape value, because it is generally not as extensively modified as 
the mining operation area, although it does contain extensive vehicle tracking. This area is 
also subject to protection as a Department of Conservation stewardship area, and is 
intended to be included in the proposed Kawatiri Heritage Conservation Park. It is 
understood that the value of this area is largely ecological rather than landscape based. The 
transmission line will pass through this area before terminating at the Upper Waimangaroa 
Valley. 

 
 
4.6.3 Visual Effects 
 
 Of all the landscape units crossed by the transmission line, the Stockton Plateau crossing 

will be the most visually exposed. As mentioned this is because of the lack of screening 
vegetation and landform.  For the most part, the transmission line will follow the mine access 
road and will, as a result ,have a strong visual association with it.  Thus it will be seen as 
part of the infrastructure fabric of the mining operation. Also, by closely following the road, 
the transmission line avoids the more natural areas of the Plateau to the east. 

 
 As the line travels south, it deviates around the base of Mount Frederick, and into an 

ecological area that the Department of Conservation seeks to protect.  The line will detract 
to some extent from the natural landscape value of this area, but because it is visually 
remote, these effects are not easily discernible.  This is because the line enters a valley at 
this point, the sides of which effectively screen it from the only public vantage points in the 
area on the Denniston Plateau.  

 
4.6.4 Avoidance, Remediation and Mitigation 
 
 As is mostly the case throughout the transmission line route, mitigation largely arises 

through the avoidance of the most visually sensitive sites and makes use of existing 
features as a means of aiding the reduction of visual effects.  For the Stockton Plateau 
these are described as follows. 

 
Firstly, the transmission line route over the Stockton Plateau is not generally accessible to 
the public. Mine workers are essentially the only affected party.  The transmission line will 
not be visible on the Plateau as seen from vantage points in the area. This is because the 
Plateau is obscured by foreground terrain as illustrated in the Figure 7 diagram below. Here 
the coastal escarpment effectively obscures views of the transmission line for its entire 
length.  The transmission line is set well back from the main vantage point of SH 67 and 
associated settlements. The closest it comes to these is 3km inland from the twin 
settlements of Hector and Ngakawau. 
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 Figure 7:   A schematic cross section through the escarpment landform showing how it will 

screen the proposed transmission line from the main public vantage points of SH67 and 
coastal settlements. The distance from the road to the transmission line ranges from 3 to 
8km. Diagram not to scale. 

 
 
 

The second mitigating circumstance is that as seen from the mine site, the transmission line 
will have a landform backdrop. This is because the mining area is at a higher elevation than 
the transmission line, where views to it will be looking downward. 
 
The third mitigating condition is that for the majority of its length, the transmission line is 
visually associated with the highly modified environment of the mining operation.  It is 
therefore going to be in keeping with the visual character of this environment. 

 
 The fourth point is that, as mentioned earlier, the transmission line will not be visible from 

major vantage points at Denniston due to intervening ridgelines.  
 
 Finally, it is worth reiterating that the transmission line in general has a very low level of 

visual bulk. And as a result, a high level of transparency will be maintained whereby the 
visual cohesiveness and natural character of the receiving landscape will still be apparent. 
So while transmission lines could be considered discordant per se, the context of their 
setting is the key determinant as to whether or not they are appropriate. As described and 
assessed, it is concluded that in this case the proposed transmission line is not going to be 
a dominant feature within the context of the landscape through which it will pass. Nor will the 
transmission line occlude the natural pattern of landform due to its low visual bulk and 
transparent character. 

 
 For the above reasons it is considered not necessary to actively mitigate or remedy the 

presence of the transmission line across the Stockton Plateau, especially as the route of the 
line has been optimally determined in order to avoid as much as possible any adverse visual 
effects. 
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4.7 Denniston Plateau 
 
4.7.1 Existing Landscape Character 
 
 The only structure arising from the proposal to affect Denniston Plateau will be the proposed 

substation. This will be located near to the point where the proposed transmission lines will 
link into the existing Waimangaroa transmission line. From a landscape point of view, the 
Waimangaroa River can be considered the topographic dividing line between the Stockton 
and Denniston Plateaus, and for all intents and purposes therefore, the substation is 
effectively located on this boundary.  The proposed substation will not be located within 
DOC Stewardship land. 

 
 The transmission line infrastructure feeding into the substation already exists. 
 
 In many ways the Denniston Plateau is fundamentally similar to the Stockton, but despite 

this, there are also some differences. Both are elevated, have similar vegetation patterns, 
exposed bedrock (plateau pavement), climatic conditions and coal mining activity.  Unlike 
the Stockton Plateau, Denniston contains many historic relics, including the namesake 
settlement, the famous incline, the remnants of Burnett’s Face settlement, a network of 
roads and a number of abandoned mines and associated infrastructure. Two existing 
transmission lines run across the plateau in an east – west direction.  

 
 Denniston Plateau appears to be more fully modified than Stockton, but is currently reverting 

to a more natural state. Mining continues on the plateau, and some remnant mines are 
located in the vicinity of the proposed substation.  

 
 Also unlike Stockton, the public has unfettered access to much, but not all of the Denniston 

Plateau. Indeed it is actively promoted as a tourist destination, where the major attraction is 
historic mining artefacts. Many of these are being restored so as to enhance the tourist 
experience. Burnett’s Face, a remnant mine and settlement area is the closest of these to 
the proposed substation site, where the distance between them is about 2.5km. A locked 
gate near Burnett’s Face prevents public access to the substation site. 

 
 Where the Stockton Plateau is contained by well defined ridges the Denniston plateau 

landform comprises a summit shield that drops directly away on most sides.  Consequently it 
conveys a greater sense of exposure.  The plateau is incised by numerous small streams 
that flow in all directions. This creates a hummocky effect so that views are both truncated 
and expansive over very short distances as people move into and out of gullies as they 
traverse the plateau. The substation site is located within one of the gullies formed by the 
headwaters of the Waimangaroa River.  

 
 Overall the Denniston Plateau is an extensive landscape feature, accentuated by its 

elevation and general lack of containment by surrounding ridges and ranges. It contains a 
mix of activities which include recreation, historic conservation, mining, transmission lines 
and to a small extent residential. Consequently the landscape is a long way from being 
pristine, although it is evident that in some areas at least, it will become increasingly natural 
over time. 
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 Photograph 19:   The substation site at Cedar Creek– arrowed – as seen from near the 

‘Friends of the Hill Museum’ – see photo-point map below.  The surrounding landform and 
vegetation evident in this photograph is fairly typical of the landscape character throughout 
the plateau and upper Waimangaroa catchment. From this point the substation will about 
3km distant. 

 

  
 
 Photograph 19 photo-point map 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Location of substation 

Photo -point  

Substation 
site 
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4.7.2 Landscape values 
 
 Because Denniston Plateau has been, and continues to be, modified through mining activity, 

it cannot be considered to have high natural landscape values. It is acknowledged however, 
that it is an important heritage landscape.  In that context it is necessary to recognise that its 
heritage value is derived from cultural interaction with the landscape, namely in the form 
mineral extraction. And because this activity continues to this day, in a sense the heritage 
landscape is a combined product of this ongoing activity and that which occurred in the past.  
In this sense the landscape can be considered an industrial one, albeit with a bias to a 
certain level of natural character. Nonetheless, industrial relics and remnants of habitation 
are scattered throughout the area, which contribute to its landscape character and value.  

 
 In the vicinity of the proposed substation, the landscape is modified to a fairly high degree, 

largely due to the presence of existing transmission lines and access roads. Former mining 
activity has also left its mark, with abandoned mine sites nearby. Much of the existing 
substation site and its immediate surrounds are also cleared of vegetation, although stunted 
manuka scrub up to 3m high predominates where vegetation does occur. 

 
 Overall, the Plateau’s landscape value arises from the mix of heritage, natural character and 

present day activity.  Some landscape value is also derived from the bleak, almost mournful 
feel of the place, particularly when the area is shrouded in mist, which is often the case. 

  
4.7.3 Visual Effects 
 

The substation area comprises two areas, where the switchyard will occupy an area of 70m 
by 65m, and the substation building and associated car park will be located in a 30m by 20m 
area. The largest structure will be the substation building with a footprint of 23m by 12m, 
and will be no higher than 6m. Transmission line termination gantries and allied structures 
will not exceed 25m high, and a communications mast will be no higher than 35m. All of 
these taller structures will consist of galvanised steel and will be either of lattice or mono-
pole construction.  
 
Because these taller structures have very low visual bulk, it is anticipated that they will not 
be prominent features in the landscape compared to say, a bulky building.   The substation 
will also located in an area where similar structures currently exist – namely the 
Waimangaroa transmission lines and associated pylons. In this regard the proposed 
substation will not be out of keeping with the character of its setting. 
 
Most of the proposed substation will be located on land that is more or less flat with shallow 
gradients, except to the south the slope steepens, which is likely to involve a cut resulting in 
a 7m high exposed face.  Based on roadside and mine cuts in the area, it is highly likely that 
this cut will entirely consist of rock with no need for retention. Over time this, like cuts in the 
vicinity, will weather, and consequently will appear increasingly naturalistic as it ages. In 
time, vegetation such as ferns and grasses can be expected to establish as well, which also 
contribute to the natural character of the cut face. 
 
The proposed substation will have a somewhat utilitarian appearance where it comprises 
three steel lattice work gantries that support the incoming and outgoing transmission lines.  
The substation also includes a single storey control building that is 24m by 8m square. An 
approximate impression of what the substation will look like is shown in Photograph 20 
below. 
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 Photograph 20:  The proposed substation will resemble this one on the  Reefton /  
 Westport highway. 

  
As shown in Photograph 19, the substation is located in a hollow alongside a road servicing 
the existing transmission lines.  Public vehicle access to this part of the road is prohibited, 
and is barred by a locked gate near Burnett’s Face.  As a result the substation will not be 
seen by the public from the road leading down to Burnett’s Face, and nor will it be seen from 
nearby walking tracks.   

 
4.7.4 Avoidance, Remediation and Mitigation 
 
 One reason for locating the substation at the proposed site is to hide it from public view, 

particularly from vantage points in its vicinity, and thus avoid adverse visual effects. Here 
reliance is placed on the screening effect of intervening ridgelines and where it occurs, 
vegetation. A further reason for its location is that the landscape character of the receiving 
environment is already modified. In particular it is modified with similar looking structures, 
namely the existing transmission lines. That is, the existing pylons already set the visual 
tone of the substation setting.  

 
 The fact that the public do not generally have access to the site in is also a mitigating 

condition. As mentioned, the closest the public can get to the substation site is 
approximately 2.5km. 

 
 Despite the conditions described above, the major structure of the substation building will be 

painted in dark natural colours. The roof will be colour coated a dark grey hue similar to the 
weathered colour of local rock. The walls will be painted concrete block using a mid range 
brown or grey. None of the colours will have a reflectivity rating greater than 15%. The effect 
of these colours is that they will help the building to visually blend into its surroundings. 

 
 Because the proposed substation is located in a valley, and potential vantage points, (where 

they occur) are elevated, all parts of the substation will have a landform backdrop. That is, 
no part will intrude the skyline.  A further advantage of a landform backdrop is that it helps 
substation structures to blend in with its landscape setting, and therefore appear less visible 
and dominant. 

 
 Overall it is expected that due to the combination of siting, existence of similar structures in 

the area, landform backdrop, the generally low bulk and transparent nature of the 
substation, adverse visual effects on the landscape of its setting will be insignificant.  
Reinforcing this is the fact that potentially affected parties, namely the public will not be able 
to access the site or its immediate surrounds.   
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5.0 SUMMARY OF LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL EFFECTS 
 
In the following table, the landscape, natural character and visual effects of the proposal are 
summarised. 
 
 
 
Landscape Unit 

 
Landscape Values 

 
Visual Effects 

 
Measures to avoid, 
remedy of mitigate 
adverse effects 
 

 
Mokihinui Gorge 

·  Very high natural 
value. 

·    Very high visual 
amenity value. 

·    Not outstanding 
landscape. 

 

·  River environment 
changed to lake. 

·  High natural character 
is 
maintained to s6(a) 
level for lake. 

·  Little of dam seen from 
lake. 

·  Large scale lake edge 
trees removed. 

·  Restoration planting for 
dam earthworks area. 

·  Natural weathering of 
dam. 

  

 
Seddonville Flats 

·  Moderate to low 
natural value. 

·  Moderate amenity 
value. 

·   Some loss of 
naturalness. 

·  Minor visual intrusion 
of dam. 

·  Earthworks visible for 
short period at dam 
site. 

·  Transmission line will 
adversely affect views 
from Lot 1 in 
subdivision. 

·   Landform backdrop to 
dam and transmission 
line. 

·   Dam and lines very small 
in relation to surrounding 
landscape. 

·   Dam in shadow most of 
day. 

·   Dam will accrue  natural 
colouring over time. 

·   Dam and lines partially 
screened by vegetation 
and intervening ridges. 

·   View shaft to dam is very 
narrow. 

·   Dam is off ‘beaten track’ 
in low profile setting. 

·  Existing power line 
undergrounded and 
replaced with 
transmission line. 

 
 
Charming Creek 
Walkway and 
access road 

·  High to moderate 
natural value. 

·  High to moderate 
amenity value. 

·  Outstanding natural 
feature at Ngakawau 
Gorge. 

·  Some visual intrusion 
of transmission line. 

·  Minor loss of natural 
character. 

·  Insignificant visual 
effects of transmission 
line.  

·  Transmission line has low 
visual bulk. 

·  Transmission line will 
mostly be screened by 
vegetation. 

·  Transmission line not 
visible at Ngakawau / 
Charming Creek junction. 

·  Transmission line route 
sited to avoid or reduce 
adverse visual effects. 

 
Stockton Plateau 

·  Moderate to low 
natural value. 

·  Moderate to low 
amenity value. 

·   Visual intrusion of 
transmission line. 

·   Some loss of 
naturalness at 
southern end of 
plateau. 

·   Transmission line in 
keeping with mostly 
modified landscape. 

·   Line route is not visible to 
public. 
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Denniston 
Plateau 

·  Moderate to low 
natural value. 

·  Moderate amenity. 

·   Minor loss of natural 
character. 

·   Substation in keeping 
with rural ‘industrial’ 
setting. 

·  Substation is hidden from 
view. 

·  Substation is in keeping 
with existing pylons. 

·  Substation has low visual 
bulk. 
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6.0 SUMMARY STATUTORY EVALUATION OF PROPOSAL 
 
 The District Plan does not identify the Mokihinui Gorge as an outstanding natural landscape 

under the auspices of Section 6(b). This aligns with the assessment and conclusions 
reached in this report, despite the very high level of natural character present in the Gorge. 
In this regard it is concluded that the proposal would be appropriate, even if the natural 
landscape of the Gorge were considered outstanding. The main reason for this, is that there 
is absolutely no doubt the high natural character of the Gorge will be preserved, particularly 
with regard to Section 6(a) matters. This is despite the fact that the present specific 
character of the Gorge will change quite dramatically, although the generic natural character 
will not change at all, except for at the actual dam site. 

 
 Regarding other areas affected by the proposal, none are considered to be outstanding 

apart from Ngakawau Gorge and its junction with Charming Creek and Mangatini Falls.  As 
noted in the assessment, this area will not be affected by the transmission line that crosses 
the gorge, since it will not be visible from the only public access on the Charming Creek 
Walkway.  And even where the lines do cross the Gorge, the effects will be minimal given 
their scant dimensions and therefore negligible visual bulk.  Further, they will not directly 
affect the integrity of the gorge landform, since this will not be altered in any way.  

 
 Overall, the RMA planning documents all seek the avoidance, remediation or mitigation of 

any adverse effects on the landscape arising from activity. The thematic outcome sought is 
generally the maintenance of generic landscape character and amenity for all zones within 
the District.    Generic character includes for the rural area at least, the provision of 
abundant open space and greenery. The Buller District Plan also expects activity in the rural 
zone to be typically rural in character. The proposal is most definitely that, since hydro-dams 
are not typically located in urban areas.  Further, rural character and amenity will, without a 
doubt, be maintained. 

 
 It is important to appreciate that the maintenance of generic landscape character does not 

preclude change.  District Plans of necessity have to allow specific changes to occur in all 
zones, unless otherwise expressly prohibited.   The MHP constitutes a specific change, that 
otherwise in all respects maintains generic rural landscape character and amenity.  

 
 To achieve this outcome, everything has been done to optimally site features of the project 

in such a way so as to minimise adverse effects on the landscape. In this regard the duty to 
avoid adverse effects on the landscape where possible will be achieved.  Where avoidance 
of effects cannot be avoided, mitigation is offered where it is practical and feasible to do so. 
This will include restoration of disturbed landscapes, which will be most apparent at the time 
of construction.  In this regard it is important to appreciate that many of the adverse effects 
will be ephemeral. Overtime these effects will diminish as restoration measures such as 
revegetation of affected areas matures. Weathering of the dam face will also assist in this 
regard.  

 
 Circumstantial conditions will have a pivotal role to play in mitigating the effects of the 

proposal, and in so doing achieve the outcomes sought by the various statutory documents, 
excepting those governed by the Conservation Act.  Thus the context of the project is a 
critical factor that not only favours mitigation of its presence, but also congruity with the 
outcomes sought by the RMA derived statutory documents in particular.  In so doing, the 
proposal will achieve all of the relevant landscape provisions of the RMA, namely sections 6 
(a)and(b)and7(c)and(f). 



 

 74 

 
 
7.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
 If there is one word or concept that sums up the effects of the proposal on the landscape of 

its setting, it is ‘context’.  The context of the proposal’s setting at both the regional and local 
scale plays an absolutely pivotal role in its favour.   

 
 At the regional level, within the context of the entire West Coast, it is clear that the site is 

little known. It is not a high profile destination or iconic West Coast landscape.  Nor in the 
wider coastal landscape is it particularly unique or rare, even though the site does have 
distinctive characteristics.   

 
 At a local scale, contextual circumstances maintain their potency.  In the course of 

assessment, it is evident that there are many existing conditions that either lead to the 
avoidance, remediation or mitigation of potential adverse effects on landscape values 
arising from the project. These are listed below. 

 
·   The dam is located in a visually remote location, and is off the ‘beaten track.’ 
·  The view catchment is extremely limited. 
·  Landform acts as a visual barrier, thereby curtailing the extent of visual effects. 
·  The scale of the receiving environment is immense, compared to the dam, which has 
 the effect of reducing its apparent size significantly. 
·  Intervening ridgelines, uneven terrain and mature bush screen around half the dam 
 as seen from the principle vantage points, namely in Seddonville. 
·  The dam and transmission lines will have, from most vantage points, a landform 
 backdrop. 
·  The dam is around 3km from key vantage points and therefore appears diminished in 
 size resulting from the effects of perspective.  
·  Because of the mature bush foreground, views of the dam  lessen the closer one 
 moves toward it, although there will come a point on the approach road where it will 
 be apparent. 
·  The relationship between the waterbody of the reservoir lake to the landscape 
 character of its surrounds will be no different to that of the existing river. 
·  Intervening ridgelines and the coastal escarpment will screen the  transmission line 
 from the principle vantage point of the coastal highway. 

 
 The nature of the proposal also conspires with the contextual conditions listed above to 

lessen visual impact. These characteristics  are listed as follows.  
 

·  The dam is monolithic in character, and in this sense is similar to naturally occurring 
rock formations that are commonly found on the West Coast. 

·  Allied to the above point, the dam will, over time, weather and consequently take on 
a natural patina.  

·  The dam is inert, and so has no visible moving parts that ‘catch the eye’. 
·  The dam and reservoir lake are at low elevation, which means that visual effects are 

mitigated by foreground features such as trees and landforms, and the effects of 
foreshortening. 

·  The reservoir lake will display a very high level of natural character and amenity. 
·  The transmission line characteristically has very low visual bulk, and will therefore 

maintain visual access to its landscape setting. 
·  For the most of its length, the transmission line travels through landscapes that have 

at one time or another been modified. 
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·  The proposed structures are generally simple and ‘clean’ in their appearance, and 
are designed so as to not draw attention to them. 

·  That with regard to the above points, the proposal will be of a scale, design and 
colour that relates to, and is integrated with the landscape of its setting. 

 
Despite the mitigating contextual conditions and component characteristics of the project 
listed above, there will be some adverse effects on the landscape. This will mainly involve a 
reduction in the current level of naturalness, particularly in the vicinity of the dam, 
transmission lines and substation.  The transmission line will also have the potential to 
adversely affect amenity for the property owner of Lot 1 who will reside on the lower reaches 
of the Mokihinui Preserve subdivision. This will not be the case for those residing on Lots 10 
and 11. Amenity will also be diminished to some extent where the transmission line is visible 
alongside the Charming Creek Walkway. As mentioned, every effort has been made to 
minimise these effects by optimally locating the transmission line without unduly 
compromising operational requirements.  In this regard, it also has to be appreciated that 
infrastructure, such as the transmission line, is an accepted part of the rural landscape. And 
given that much of the West Coast is bush clad, it is very difficult to avoid such natural 
environments. 
 
Temporary adverse effects on the landscape will also arise from construction activity. These 
will result from vegetation removal and earthworks. It is intended to fully restore affected 
areas so that the essential structures of the proposal sit comfortably and will be integrated in 
their setting. There will be no residual scarring of the landscape setting. 
 
In landscape terms, the project will also generate positive benefits. The dam and reservoir 
will become attractions that, by virtue of their presence, enhance appreciation of the local 
landscape. In this regard, the proposal also maintains continuity of historic processes, where 
the interaction of human activity and the West Coast landscape is expressed in a dynamic 
and elemental way.  The nearby Denniston Incline is a good historic example of this 
interaction that is much celebrated today.   
 
Further, the dam and reservoir will appeal to those who admire the engineered aesthetic of 
its structure, which is reinforced by the complementary natural character of its setting. It is 
quite common for engineered structures such as dams and bridges to appear quite elegant, 
and depending on the design, they can also look quite sculptural. Despite being massive, 
the proposed dam will visually assume such characteristics.  
 
The reservoir lake can also be considered elegant in its elongated and serpentine character. 
Consequently, neither the dam nor lake could be considered visually offensive or discordant 
per se. Apart from anything else, they are simply not easy to see, particularly from key 
vantage points. If people do take offence, it would be because the dam and lake will bring 
about a change to specific landscape character, namely the loss of a riverine environment 
within the inundation area.  That is, offence would arise from the actual change to the 
landscape rather than what is seen. Despite this, the generic rural character of the 
landscape will certainly be maintained, as will the natural character of components of the 
landscape the area affected by the reservoir lake. 
 
Other positive benefits on the landscape will be derived from the reservoir lake.  There is no 
doubt this will display a very high level of visual and experiential amenity. The lake and 
proposed new walking track to run alongside will also allow easy access to the gorge and its 
environs.  As a result this will enhance peoples’ appreciation of what to date is a generally 
inaccessible landscape.  
 
So for the proposal overall, while it is accepted that there will be some adverse effects on 
the landscape, it is generally considered that the effects of the project have been minimised 
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as far as practicable and will be benign.  The landscape will of course be changed, 
particularly in the Mokihinui Gorge, but this not necessarily a bad thing. A change in 
landscape character does not always equate with a loss of landscape values or amenity.  
 
Turning to the overall regional context, the dam will be one of the largest engineered 
structures on the West Coast. And yet, rather paradoxically, it will be one of the least 
apparent. For visitors travelling up the coast, there will be no inkling of the dam’s existence 
until Seddonville is reached. Even then, the dam will not visually ‘shout’ its presence. The 
‘Trueview’ photo-simulations demonstrate that the dam is, despite its size, a relatively 
discreet feature in the landscape, overwhelmed by its comparably immense mountainous 
setting and bush backdrop.   
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