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Introduction

Background

This report provides a review of the assessment of landscape and visual effects
component of the assessment of environmental effects (AEE) provided by Meridian
Energy Ltd (Meridian) in support of resource consent applications RC07150 (01-26)
for West Coast Regional Council and Resource Consent Applications RC07/180 (A-G)
for Buller District Council.

The Mokihinui Hydro Proposal includes a dam located on the Mokihinui River
approximately 3 km upstream from the township of Seddonville and 11 km upstream
from the river mouth, a new lake upstream of the dam extending to just below the
Mokihinui Forks Ecological Area, a new transmission line to carry electricity from the
power station to the existing Inangahua-Waimangaroa transmission line at Cedar

Creek, and a new substation at Cedar Creek.

This report will provide the decision-makers with information and advice related to the

effects of the proposed activities on landscape and natural character values.

Qualifications & Experience

4

My name is Michael Lawrence Steven. | am a practicing landscape architect and
landscape planner. | have been employed in the Queenstown office of Vivian and
Espie Ltd since April 2008. Prior to this date | was employed in the Wellington office of
MWH New Zealand Ltd for a period of 2 years. | hold a Doctor of Philosophy in
Architecture (Environment-Behaviour Studies) from the Faculty of Architecture,
University of Sydney (Australia); a Master of Landscape Architecture by research from
the Faculty of the Built Environment, University of New South Wales (Australia); a
postgraduate Diploma in Landscape Architecture from Lincoln College (University of
Canterbury), and a Diploma in Horticulture (Distinction) from Lincoln College. | am an
Honorary Associate of the Faculty of Architecture, Design & Planning at the University

of Sydney, and an Associate of the New Zealand Institute of Landscape Architects.

I have some 25 years of experience in the landscape architecture profession, both in

New Zealand and Australia.




Technical Review

Scope of Report
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10

This report is prepared under the provisions of Section 42A of the Resource
Management Act 1991 (RMA).

To carry out this review of the consent application | have considered the relevant
sections of the application documentation submitted by Meridian, and the following

additional material:

Assessment of Landscape and Visual Effects, prepared by Peter Rough
Landscape Architects Ltd (December 2007), including all appendices

Response to s. 92 request, prepared by Peter Rough Landscape Architects Ltd
(June 2008)

The Assessment of Archaeological Effects (Opus International Consultants
Ltd), the Recreation and Tourism Assessment of Effects (Rob Greenaway &
Associates), and the Terrestrial Ecology Assessment (Mitchell partnerships). |
have used the latter reports for the purpose of gaining greater familiarity with

aspects of the Mokihinui River landscape, and have not reviewed them.

| carried out a site visit on the Wednesday and Thursday, 5-6 March 2008 to become
informed on the application. A further site visit was conducted on Tuesday and
Wednesday 10-11 June 2008. On this occasion, | walked the length of the Mokihinui
Gorge from the Mokihinui Forks Hut to the dam site. This walk was conducted in the
company of Dr Stephen Espiner (recreation reviewer) and Dr Katrina Hale

(ornithological reviewer).

Following my first site visit, | discussed with the applicant’s landscape advisor aspects

of their assessment of landscape and visual effects.

To the writer's knowledge, no previous district-wide professional landscape
assessments have been undertaken in the Buller District. Local landscape
assessments of the Stockton-Waimangaroa Plateau area have been undertaken in
connection with resource consents for the proposed Solid Energy Cypress coal mine
on the plateau. While these assessments may have some relevance to the
consideration of the effects of the proposed transmission line, they are not relevant to

of the effects of the project on the Mokihinui Gorge itself.
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This technical review considers:

the statutory considerations relating to landscapes and the extent to which they

have been addressed in the landscape assessment,

the methods and techniques of landscape assessment applied, and in
particular technigues for the assessment of natural character, landscape
significance, and visibility,

the analysis and conclusions drawn on the landscape effects of the proposed
Mokihinui Hydro Power Project, and

gaps and shortcomings in the assessment undertaken as part of the

application.

This report concludes with recommendations to the consenting authority on the

adequacy and outcomes of the landscape assessment.

The review has considered the information that has been made available to date. Itis
possible that the reasons and conclusions reached by the author may be altered in
response to further investigation and / or new information that becomes available prior

to or at the hearing of the applications.

Submissions

13

Submissions to the Buller District Council and West Coast Regional Council have also
been analysed for references to issues pertaining to landscape and natural character.
Such references constitute a significant body of opposition to the proposal on broad
landscape grounds. Many of the submitters have indicated that they wish to be heard
in person, and so rather than refer to specific submission at this stage, | have

identified the principal landscape-related themes from the submissions. These are:
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Downstream and coastal effects

14

A large number of submitters referred to the possible downstream landscape effects
of the dam, brought about by the interruption to sediment supply to the river and coast
that will be caused by the dam. Likely effects identified include changed river
morphology, erosion of the river banks and changes to the estuary. Such
morphological changes could lead to consequential changes in river and coastal
ecology, with implications for the natural character of the coast, estuary and river. As
the beach would no longer be replenished with sediments from the river, there are
fears of significant changes to coastal erosion processes. Potentially, this could lead
to the erosion of the coastal terrace upon which the Mokihinui bach settlement is
located.

Heritage values

15

Submitters (including the NZ Historic places Trust) are critical of the extent to which
historical heritage values have been recognised, particularly within the gorge. Several
submitters refer to the historic pack track up the true left bank of the Mokihinui River,
and the Rough and Tumble Creek route to Karamea that was used until the 1929
earthquake, some vestiges of which still survive. Several submitters referred to the
Mokihinui River being the 7" ranked river in New Zealand for historic heritage values,

however the source of this information was not provided.

Mitigation and offsets

16

The lack of ability to provide any meaningful mitigation to the loss of a free-flowing
river was a common theme, as was the inability to offer any equivalent compensatory
offset elsewhere for the loss of indigenous forest and wildlife habitat. The offer of
replacement walking tracks and mountain bike tracks are not considered by
submitters to be mitigation enough for the loss of the free-flowing river and the

amenity and the particular recreational opportunities provided by the free-flowing river.

Natural character

17

The effects of the proposal on the natural character of the gorge is probably the most
frequently cited issue in submissions on landscape matters. The pristine or near-
pristine nature of the gorge is often mentioned, as is the fact that the gorge contains a
wild and free-flowing river. Several submitters considered the proposal will change the

natural character of the gorge fundamentally.
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Natural science values

18 The natural science values of the gorge landscape were raised by many submitters.
Several submitters have suggested that on the basis of the area’s natural science
values, the gorge and wider Mokihinui catchment should be added to the Kahurangi

National Park. Natural science aspects referred to in submissions include:
biodiversity;
wildlife habitat;
ecological intactness;
geodiversity;
natural heritage values (7" ranked river).

19 Several submitters refer to the status of the Mokihinui River as New Zealand's 7th
ranked river for natural heritage values. While no references are given by submitters
in support of this claim, the source is likely to be Chadderton, Brown & Stephens
(2004).' Chadderton et al identified the entire catchment of the Mokihinui River to be
nationally significant for biodiversity values. Chadderton et al’s list of the top 20 rivers

ranked by natural heritage value score is included as Appendix 3

Outstanding natural features and landscapes (ONFL):

20 Submissions on the issue of whether the sites (including the Mokihinui Gorge and the
Stockton-Denniston plateaux) are outstanding in terms of Part 2, Section 6(b) of the
Resource Management Act include (i) those that consider the gorge and the plateaux
to be outstanding natural features and/or landscapes and, and (ii) those that maintain
the site could be found to be outstanding with more rigorous assessment.
Submissions on the ONFL issue were generally critical of the approach used by
Rough & Associates to assessing significance, and several submitters claimed that

landscape values had been underrated or diminished, as follows.

1 Chadderton WL, Brown, DJ , and Stephens RT (2004). Identifying freshwater ecosystems of national importance for
biodiversity: Criteria, methods, and candidate list of nationally important rivers. Department of Conservation, Wellington,
NZ
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The site is ONFL: Submitters claiming outstanding status for the site referred to
the untouched, pristine nature of the gorge, natural science values (including
wildlife, biodiversity, geodiversity and ecological intactness), historic heritage

values (including gold mining relics and the pack track) and visual quality

The site could be ONFL: Concern was expressed by some submitters that the
status of the gorge is yet to be determined, and still the subject of a live debate
as to landscape significance. The unresolved standing of the Buller District
Council's consideration of District-wide ONFLs was referred to, and it was
suggested that it would be inappropriate for an ad-hoc determination to be
made of the significance of the gorge in the absence of a rigorous district-wide
assessment.

Scenic and amenity values

21

Frequent mention is made in submissions of the scenic and aesthetic qualities of the
river and the gorge, and of the area to be traversed by the transmission line. The
gorge is variously described as being of ‘incomparable’ or ‘great beauty’, and its
pristine characteristics are included in references to scenic quality. The free-flowing,
dynamic nature of the river is a primary source of the scenic and aesthetic values

identified for the gorge, and its amenity value, particularly to recreational users.

Wilderness, including intrinsic values

22

References to the wilderness values of the gorge and the upper catchment occur
frequently in the submissions. Submissions include references to the gorge itself,
which many maintain to be a wilderness area, and to the upper catchment of the
Mokihinui above the forks. Wilderness, as understood in terms of recreation planning
tools such as the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS), requires an degree of
inaccessibility and remoteness. This may cast doubt on the wilderness status of the
gorge itself, given the ready access available from the road head beyond Seddonville.
However, the time required, and the difficulty of access to the upper catchment places

it more clearly within the category of a wilderness landscape.
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Wilderness: Some submitters are critical of the loss of wilderness per se,
whether it be in the gorge, the upper catchment or the plateaux area. These
submissions include an element of intrinsic valuation, in the sense that the
wilderness is valued for other than instrumental purposes, and that it is

sufficient that it exists, whether or not it is used.

Wilderness experience: other references to wilderness were less concerned
with the intrinsic value of wilderness than the use of the gorge and the upper
catchment for gaining wilderness experiences. The concern of submitters is
that easier access by water craft to the Mokihinui Forks will effectively negate
the remote characteristics of the upper catchment that currently give it
wilderness qualities. Easier access will lead to more users, and a different type
of user, and the wilderness experiences currently available in the upper

catchment will be lost.

Assessment of Effects

23 | have reviewed the assessment of landscape and visual effects and have considered
the landscape mitigation proposed by Meridian. Key issues discussed in this context

are:

RMA section 6 matters of national importance, specifically the natural
character of the river and its margins (s6(a)), and the significance of the

affected landscapes (s6(b)).
RMA section 7¢ — amenity

The avoidance, mitigation or remediation of effects
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The landscape assessment undertaken for the applicant has considered the effects of
the project in each of 5 separate and “recognisably distinct” landscape units: (1)
Mokihinui Gorge, (2) Seddonville Flats, (3) Charming Creek Road and Walkway, (4)
the Stockton Plateau, and (5) the Denniston Plateau. The landscape most affected by
the proposal is the Mokihinui Gorge itself. What described in the application as minor
visual effects from the dam itself will be apparent from the Seddonville Flats, and
there will be localized visual effects also from the transmission line from the dam. The
Charming Creek, Stockton and Denniston areas will be impacted by the proposed
transmission line that links the dam with the grid. The 5 landscape units are illustrated
in Map 1 of Appendix 1 to the application’s Assessment of Landscape and Visual
Effects (ALVE).

The approach of assessing the landscape by component landscape units is a
standard technique. Each landscape unit is considered separately, in terms of existing
landscape character, landscape values, visual effects, and avoidance, remediation
and mitigation. This peer review follows the structure adopted by the ALVE but
addresses the matter of how these aspects have been considered across all
landscape units collectively. The aspect of landscape character in a general sense
has been dealt with adequately in the descriptions of the landscape units, and so the
principal concern is for the narrower aspect of natural character, which is included in

the review of landscape values undertaken for each landscape unit.

Mokihinui Gorge

26

There is no reference in the landscape assessment document to the assessors having
first hand experience of the gorge environment from the ground. While the experience
of the landscape from the air is relevant (and apparently was undertaken in this
assessment), on-the-ground experience of the landscape should be fundamental to
the assessment of natural character and landscape values. The reliability of the
assessment of natural character and landscape values of the gorge landscape is
reduced by the lack of first hand experience, and this is a serious shortcoming of the
ALVE.
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Natural character assessment

27 The review correctly addresses natural character as a matter of national importance in
terms of s 6(a) of the RMA (which refers to the natural character of “wetlands, and
lakes and rivers and their margins”), and concludes that the gorge has a very high
level of natural character. However, the technique for natural character assessment
itself is not described, and the basis for the very high assessment is not stated. A
standard professional approach to the assessment of natural character, or
naturalness, is to consider it in terms of natural elements, natural patterns and natural
processes, and the extent to which these aspects have been modified by human
intervention®. Understanding the basis of the existing natural character of the gorge, in
terms of natural elements, natural processes and natural patterns would have enabled
a more detailed and objective assessment of the nature of the natural character

changes the project will bring about.

28 If the natural character of the gorge landscape is determined to be very high, then it is
also important to make explicit the scale of natural character that is used in
determining natural character levels.? Is very high the highest level on the assessor’s

scale? (i.e., does it equate to pristine?)

" natural character, the natural character

29 With reference to what is termed “generic
assessment claims that following the flooding of the gorge, natural character will
remain very high, at least in generic terms. This assessment implies that the presence
of a river within incised, enclosing hills is sufficient for the purposes of maintaining
naturalness. Section 6(a) of the RMA does not differentiate between natural character
and “generic” natural character. An assessment in terms of natural elements, patterns
and processes would reveal that human intervention, through the construction of a
danm and the flooding of the gorge, will result in very significant — and fundamental -
changes in each of the naturalness aspects; natural elements, natural patterns and
natural processes. Each of these aspects will be subjected to significant and on-going

human intervention.

2 Ministry for the Environment, Environmental Performance Indicators, Landscape Aspect of Natural Character, Stage 1 —
Initial Findings. A report prepared by Boffa Miskell Ltd for the MfE, February 2002.

3 Elsewhere in the report, the natural character of the Gorge is referred to as “near pristine naturalness” (p.39) and as
being “pristine”. (p.40)

Generic natural character is discussed on pp 33-34: “Generic character relates to those landscape features that are
common to all river systems on the West Coast, and to greater extent the whole of 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.”




Technical Review

30

The question of whether the resulting landscape is still very high in naturalness, or
rather just seems natural is perhaps a philosophical debate. However the fact that the
eventual landscape of the gorge will only occur as a consequence of significant
human intervention must necessarily diminish naturalness on the scale, with natural
character levels falling from very high (perhaps close to pristine), to high or
moderately-high.

%
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The reference to generic natural character obscures the fundamental changes that will
occur to the natural character of the river landscape. Less significant than the
reduction in natural character caused by human intervention — a reduction which
nevertheless largely maintains what is termed generic natural character - are the
changes that will occur to the character of the river itself. A fast, free-flowing, dynamic
and volatile river will be replaced by a placid, relatively stable lake. The river's sense
of wildness will be lost, and with it many of the subtle aspects of character that
contribute to wildness — the noise of rapids, the waves and spray, the movement of
currents, the patterns of water flow over rock and other obstacles, the alternating
patterns of pools and rapids (Figures 1 & 2 (See also Figures 11a &b, ALVE report)),
and the dramatic river level responses to rainfall events in the upper catchment. This
change in character has particular implications for recreational use of the river, and
also has ecological implications for the river as wildlife habitat. Reliance on the

maintenance of generic naturalness ignores these major changes in character.
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Figure 1: The alternating sequence of pools and rapids, and associated experiential effects such
as noise, movements and the patterns of flowing water are significant aspects of the aesthetic
and amenity values of the gorge landscape.
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Figure 2: The alternation of serene, quiet stretches of water alternate with noisy, turbulent rapids.
The image also illustrates characteristics of riverbank morphology and vegetation communities
adapted to fluctuating water levels.
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Assessment of landscape significance

32 A section 6(b) assessment of whether the landscape of the gorge is an outstanding
natural landscape or feature is described in section 4.3.2.2 of the ALVE report. The
approach used is to apply what are commonly referred to as the Pigeon Bay factors®.
This approach currently represents professional best practice for the assessment of
landscape significance in NZ resource management practice, however it is an
approach which is open to wide interpretation, and some of the constructs used in the
Pigeon Bay approach, such as expressiveness (or legibility, in the sense that it is

used in Pigeon Bay), have limited validity.

33 The assessment of the gorge landscape according to the Pigeon Bay factors appears
to be based on assumptions and errors of interpretation that compromise the findings

on landscape significance in the ALVE report. These include:

The reference to uniqueness and rarity as an apparent indicator of
‘outstandingness’

A frame of reference that includes comparisons with landscapes found
elsewhere in the entire West Coast region, such as “the glaciers, Punakaiki
and Mount Cook”.

The suggestion that as the gorge landscape is not frequently visited, this can
be taken as an indicator of its value.® This overlooks the possibility that the
gorge may be the subject of community-held intrinsic values.

> The Pigeon Bay Criteria (or factors, as they should more correctly be regarded), as modified by the First Queenstown
Landscape Decision (WESI v Queenstown Lakes District Council, C180/99), are stated as:

The natural science factors — the geological, topographical ecological and dynamic components of the
landscape

Its aesthetic values, including memorability and naturalness;

Its expressiveness (legibility): how obviously the landscape demonstrates the formative processes leading to it;
Transient values: occasional presence of wildlife; or its values at certain times of the day or of the year
Whether the values are shared and recognised

Its value to tangata whenua

Its historical association

6 “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.” (ALVE report, p.35)
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34 The wider landscape context of the Mokihinui Gorge does not appear to have been
assessed, in the sense that there is no clear understanding of whether the gorge is
being assessed as a landscape in its own right, or as a landscape feature within a
wider landscape. The gorge is but part of a far more extensive river system, which
divides at the Mokihinui Forks into a South Branch and a North Branch of the river.
The significance of the river as a whole within the district (Buller) context apparently
has not been investigated, and there is no acknowledgement that the gorge is a
component (or feature) of what could well prove to be a coherent larger scale

landscape of some significance.

35 Each of the Pigeon Bay factors is discussed and then scored on a 5-point scale. The
average score for all factors is 3.2, which, it is suggested, approaches, but does not
achieve outstanding status. The score required for outstandingness is not indicated.
However, the criteria for scoring are not discussed, and the scoring approach to the
assessment of landscape significance requires considerably more work before it can
be validated as a technically robust method. Such an approach should also be shown
to be reliable, in the sense that several assessors using the same approach should be

able to arrive at the same score.

36 The regional comparison’, by which the Mokihinui Gorge is assessed against the
wider West Coast region, is contrary to accepted Environment Court case law that
indicates the proper frame of reference for comparison is the local authority district —

in this case the Buller district.

37 The assessment concludes (p.38), “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 s 6(a)
status where its generic, rather than specific, natural character is worthy of
preservation.” | do not consider that an sufficient level of analysis, has been
undertaken to support such a conclusion, nor has the analysis been undertaken within
the proper comparative framework. As already noted, s6(a) does not differentiate

between natural character and generic natural character.

! “...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 [conspicuous, eminent, especially excellent and remarkable]” (ALVE report p.38)
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39

As decision makers must recognise and provide for section 6(a) and (b), it is important
that the matter of appropriateness (and inappropriateness, in terms of RMA s 6(a) and
6(b)) be considered. This relates to the general need to preserve natural character
and protect outstanding natural features and landscapes, and the consequent
appropriateness of any change. Some brief reference is made to the matter of
appropriateness in the ALVE report, but the analysis appears shallow and is restricted

to naturalness and none of the other factors by which outstandingness is understood:

...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.(ALVE p.73)

The ALVE report refers to levels of natural character and landscape quality that would
be evident following the flooding of the gorge, and other hydro lakes are offered as

examples of the potential for hydro lakes to have high levels of natural character.

Section 92 request for further information on natur al character and landscape
significance

40

Following the identification of shortcomings in the assessment of natural character
and landscape significance in the ALVE report, a section 92 request for further
information was issued to Meridian requesting further information on landscape

matters. Specifically, information was requested to address the following matters:

The landscape and visual effects report correctly identifies the relevance of the
matters of national importance stated in section 6(a) and 6(b) of the Resource
Management Act (RMA). However, a more detailed and more critical level of

analysis of section 6 matters is required, in line with the comments below:

The Mokihinui Gorge is identified in the application as having very high
natural character, and while the conclusion may be a valid one, the basis
for the assessment is not provided in the application. Similarly the
appropriateness of the proposed development requires a more detailed
analysis of the natural character of the gorge and the manner in which it will

be affected by the project.
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The matter of whether the gorge is an outstanding natural feature of
landscape has been addressed with reference to the commonly used
Pigeon Bay factors, but the frame of reference adopted for comparison
appears to be the entire West Coast. It is commonly accepted that the
standard frame of reference for assessing landscape significance is the

district. Please clarify the basis of this assessment.

The assessment of significance also fails to differentiate between
outstanding natural features, and outstanding natural landscapes. Thus the
Mokihinui Gorge appears to be assessed as a feature and has been
determined to be of lesser significance than other West Coast gorges, and
not deserving of ‘outstanding’ status in terms of s6(b) of the RMA. The
report concludes that the gorge approaches, but does not achieve
outstanding status. The possibility that the Mokihinui River as a whole may
in fact be an outstanding natural landscape (as distinct from the gorge as a

feature) is not addressed.

In particular the reviewed assessment should address the following scales and

aspects:
A landscape assessment at 3 scales:

Some sense of the landscape characteristics and qualities of the
wider Buller District (as opposed to the greater West Coast context

adopted in the report) is required.

The Mokihinui River is the landscape context for the proposal and
requires a more detailed, catchment-level assessment of

significance than has been provided.

The Mokihinui gorge itself (the project site) is most appropriately
assessed as a landscape feature within the wider Mokihinui

landscape.

Consider also whether intrinsic values have a role in the assessment, and
possibly any other values that go beyond the Pigeon Bay criteria. Also

consider appropriateness of landscape significance.
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The question of whether the outstanding status can be maintained upon the
flooding of the gorge should also be considered, taking into account values

which will be diminished (or lost) and which will be enhanced (or created).

Section 92 response

41 Meridian’s response acknowledges that the gorge is almost at the pristine end of the
naturalness spectrum, with little evidence of human modification. The response
acknowledges that an implication of the project for natural character will be that “the
dynamic quality of the free-flowing river will be lost for 14 km of its 16 km length within
the gorge... And there will be a loss of the river’s rapids, gravel reaches, small sandy
areas on its banks and its distinctive, approximately 3 m high, water fluctuation zone”.
The response concludes that “the reservoir lake will have high natural character
including a fluctuating water level (in the order of 3 m) similar to that of naturally

occurring lakes on the West Coast.”

42 That Meridian’s landscape consultants are able to reach this conclusion is perhaps
related to the factors upon which their assessment of natural character is based.

These are referred to in the response as:

The physical landform and relief;

The landscape being uncluttered by structures and/or “obvious” human
influences;

The presence of water — lakes, river, sea; and
The vegetation (especially native) and other ecological patterns.

43 While these aspects are occasionally used in the assessment of natural character?®, it
is my opinion that they do not constitute the most rigorous and technically defensible
basis for the assessment of naturalness. The application of the aspects listed above
permits the Meridian assessment to assert that “the presence of water” is sufficient
basis for claiming the flooded gorge will have a high level of natural character. |
understand presence of water to be what is referred to elsewhere in the ALVE report

as “generic” natural character.

8 These factors have their origin in Environment Court decision C180/99, where at paragraph 89 Judge Jackson stated:

We consider the criteria of naturalness under the RMA include:

- The physical landform and relief

- The landscape being uncluttered by structures and/or ‘obvious’ human influence
- The presence of water (lakes, rivers, sea)

- The vegetation (especially native vegetation), and other ecological patterns

The framework for the professional assessment of natural character has undergone significant development since this
decision — refer to Appendix 1 of this report.
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An alternative and more rigorous approach to the assessment of natural character is
outlined in Appendix 1 to this evidence. The basis for this approach is an assessment
of the degree to which, in a given landscape, natural elements, natural patterns and
natural processes are the product of nature, as opposed to cultural (or human)
intervention. Using this approach, a more candid assessment of naturalness would
acknowledge that the act of damming a naturally flowing river subjects each of natural
patterns, elements and processes to a very high degree of human intervention and

modification.

Other matters referred to in the section 92 request address what | consider
inadequacies in the consideration of other RMA Part 2 matters, specifically s6(b) and
the question of whether the Mokihinui Gorge is an outstanding natural landscape or
feature. Meridian’s response does not address these matters, other than to claim that
the “[a}pplicant's AEE has already provided a comprehensive assessment of Part I
matters.” Meridian’s response also advises; “In the Applicant's opinion it is more
appropriate that this information be provided along with all the other components of

the section 6 assessment in the Applicant's evidence at the hearing”.

Landscape and visual effects

46

47

The acceptability (or otherwise) of large scale engineering structures in the landscape
can be analysed from various perspectives. The ALVE report suggests the visual

impact of the dam is diminished by similarity of the structure to local landforms:

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.(p.41)
Given the essential characteristics of a hydro dam of the scale proposed this is
perhaps not a very convincing analogy. A more credible and candid approach would
be to accept the dam as a major, and very obvious, work of infrastructure engineering.
Dams and other major works of engineering (bridges, roads) can have a presence in
the landscape that transcends concerns of visual impact. The structure should be
acknowledged as a dam, and understood and appreciated as a significant work of
engineering. From this perspective, the imperative is to ensure the highest degree of
elegance and ‘fit' possible from such a structure. To suggest the structure is

something other than a dam is not a realistic or reasonable approach.
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The ALVE report claims (pp..41-42) the dam “is proportionately a relatively small
structure within the context of its setting”, and in the Key Findings (section 4.1.5, p.51)
that the dam will not appear as “a dominant or discordant expression of human
modification within the landscape of its setting”. Depending upon the scale implied by
“the landscape of its setting”, this statement is not necessarily accurate, given the

dimensions of the proposed structure.

The frame of reference taken by the assessment is the mountains and ridgelines that
rise to some 1000m in the wider landscape context of the dam, such as might be seen
from the air. In the wider context of the adjacent mountains this scale relationship may
not be significant. However from land-based viewpoints from which this wider context
scale relationship can be appreciated (e.g., on the Seddonville Flats), the dam may
not be visible anyway. From close to the entrance to the gorge where the dam is seen
within the immediate context of the gorge, the dam will be both discordant and
dominant. As indicated in paragraph 43, | do not consider this to be problematic, and
the presence of the dam per se is not necessarily the most critical issue in a
landscape sense. The greater impact results from the loss of a wild river and the

creation of a substantial water body behind the dam.

The proposition (section 4.3.3.1, p.43) that the dam “will assume some natural
character” over time is not realistic. While the dam surface may take on a patina of
more natural colours, it will remain forever, unambiguously an engineered structure.

However, that is not necessarily a negative effect.

The landscape assessment maintains that at 14 km long, the reservoir lake “will have
the greatest potential visual effect on the landscape, but not necessarily the most
adverse”. Depending upon one’s perspective on the importance of the wild and scenic
river values, this is a contentious statement. The character of the gorge and river
landscape will be transformed fundamentally, and for many this will be the greatest
adverse visual effect. Whatever positive characteristics and qualities may be afforded
by the proposed lake (and the assessment report correctly identifies several, including
mystigue and serenity), these must be considered against what is to be lost through
flooding the gorge. It is noted, however, that lakes can be and have been formed in
gorges within the Buller district (including the Mokihinui Gorge) as a consequence of
naturally occurring landslips that are caused by earthquake events. To that extent, the

natural formation of a lake similar to that proposed is not entirely fanciful.

%
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52 The ALVE report claims (p.47) “...over time a natural shoreline pattern will emerge
that should resemble the current riparian strip that typifies existing river pools.” There
are reasons to doubt this outcome, as the current patterns of riparian vegetation and
rock are the result of very different geomorphologic and fluvial processes than those
that will operate in the vicinity of the lake edge (Figures 2 & 3). Further, the current
patterns are the result of processes operating over many millennia, and it is doubtful
that a stable and naturalistic lake edge and vegetation community can be achieved

within a reasonable time frame.

53 Truescape photo simulations from photopoints 1, 2 and 3 (Appendix 2 of ALVE) show
images of areas of the gorge before and after flooding. There is no reason to doubt
the accuracy of these images insofar as the projected lake levels are concerned, but
the actual state of the lake edge after flooding may be rather different from the idyllic
image suggested in photopoint 2. Slumping of surface soils, regolith and vegetation
could occur as a consequence of draw down and the hydraulic action of varying lake
water levels, causing widespread erosion at and above the lake level®. The visual
quality of the lake edge will also be dependent upon the manner in which vegetation
removal is undertaken. Certainly, the sense of a natural lake edge will be very hard to
achieve and may not happen for many decades. The digital terrain model simulation
(ALVE, Appendix 4) from the position of the proposed water tanks is difficult to
interpret and is not a useful graphic for analytical purposes.

® This possibility is noted in other expert review reports, such as that of Dr Single.
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Figure 3: The current patterns of riparian vegetation and rock are the result of very different
geomorphologic and fluvial processes than those that will operate in the vicinity of the lake edge.
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54 The report claims that, as the formation of the proposed lake will not generate any
adverse visual effects, there is no requirement for it to be mitigated. This statement
ignores the probability of lake edge erosion and slumping following vegetation
removal and the hydraulic effects of the raised lake level on soil and regolith stability.
Existing slips on the walls of the gorge are evidence of some instability on the steep
faces of the gorge (Figure 4), and the likely landscape implications of slope stability
have not been considered. Erosional effects are likely to be aggravated by fluctuating
lake levels. While the report states that such fluctuations naturally occur in the river
gorge, this statement again overlooks the time frame over which the river, its banks
and associated vegetation have achieved some degree of equilibrium. This may
happen in time around the proposed lake level, but the time frame may be

considerable®®,

Figure 4: Erosion of slopes above Mokihinui River. While some erosion is induced by the river,

other slips (e.g., left of image) are indicative of general instability. While the erosional processes

associated with the river will be absent from the raised lake other processes may result in similar
erosion of the lake edge.

10 The s92 response on lake bank erosion states; It is anticipated that lake shore erosion will be significantly less than
that experienced presently at the river edge as the erosive capacity of flood flows is very much greater than that
anticipated from lake shore wave action”.
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The suggestion that the proposed lake will provide a very high level of natural amenity
and as a consequence will display considerable scenic quality is not disputed, subject
to reservations already expressed regarding the stability of the lake edge and

incidence of erosion.

Elsewhere in New Zealand, it has been suggested that lakes formed for
hydroelectricity generation (e.g. Lakes Benmore, Pukaki, and Tekapo). are either
outstanding in their own right, or an integral part of wider outstanding natural
landscapes. The possibility that artificially created lakes, formed by the damming of
natural rivers, can be deemed to be outstanding natural landscapes is problematic
and demands critical analysis. The ALVE report’'s assessment that the lake will
display very high levels of naturalness leaves open the possibility that the Mokihinui
Gorge, even in a dammed and flooded state, might be identified as an ONFL. The
prospect of creating an outstanding landscape by flooding the Mokihinui Gorge is
somewhat perverse and will not sit comfortably with many critics of the proposal.** The
probability that Mokihinui Gorge is an outstanding natural feature, or is part of a wider

outstanding natural landscape rests on its current near-pristine state of naturalness.

Avoiding, remedying and mitigating adverse visual a nd landscape effects: Dam &

Lake

57

Among the measures proposed for the mitigation of the potential adverse effects of
the dam are the siting of the dam itself, the restoration (re-contouring and replanting)
of land disturbed in the course of construction, and the establishment of public
facilities such as boat access, picnic areas, an information kiosk and a viewing
platform. As alternative locations for the dam have not been proposed, it is difficult to
accept that the proposed siting was selected as a way of avoiding landscape and
visual effects. Certainly there have been no assessments of alternative sites offered.
Rather it is likely that engineering and operational/performance (i.e., maximisation of

storage capacity) considerations have been instrumental in determining dam location.

1 That such a proposition can be considered is a consequence of the uncritical interpretation of the term ‘natural’ in
outstanding natural landscapes, and the slippage in meaning that has occurred in the application of the ONL concept to
highly modified landscapes throughout the country.
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The restoration of land disturbed in the course of construction is not so much
mitigation as best practice. It is suggested that the face of the dam will weather and
take on a patina of lichens and mosses. However, it is questionable whether a
naturally occurring phenomenon such as surface weathering can legitimately be
regarded as mitigation. Thus the only aspects of the proposal that might be regarded
as mitigation are the establishment of public facilities (boat access, picnic areas, an
information kiosk and a viewing platform). These might understandably be regarded
as somewhat insignificant gestures in the face of what is proposed, and what will be
lost (or considerably changed) in the way of naturalness, visual amenity, and

recreational experience.

Section 4.3.4 of the ALVE (p.50) appears to suggest that the reservoir will not
generate any adverse visual effects that need avoiding, remedying or mitigating — the
basis for this being the maintained level of natural character and the heightened level
of amenity that will result from the development of the lake. The suggestion is that
section 6(a) and 7(c) matters are not compromised by the proposal. This is a difficult
proposition to sustain, given the prospect of the loss of a wild, free-flowing river in a

near-pristine environment.

The removal of vegetation from the future shoreline is mitigation of sorts. However
there could be a case for regarding this (as with site restoration through re-contouring
and replanting) as best practice. Accepting vegetation clearance as mitigation, and as
desirable as it is, it is difficult to accept this as adequately mitigating the effects of the
formation of the lake, at least from the perspective of those who value the landscape
as it currently exists. The fundamental issue here is the destruction of one landscape
and its replacement with another, and even though the two landscapes share similar
characteristics, and the wider contexts will remain the same, the total loss of a valued
resource is best avoided. Mitigation, to be effective, would need to be of a different
and more substantial nature than what is proposed, if mitigation of something of this

nature is indeed possible at all.
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Perversely, the statement “the new lake will be widely promoted not only for its
recreational attractions, but also for its natural scenic quality” (p.50) is a fair reflection
of how the lake may come to be regarded by many potential users. It is likely to
become a significant regional recreational resource, as other hydro lakes in other
regions have become. Thus, a more substantial commitment to the development of
recreational infrastructure may be an appropriate avenue to pursue for the mitigation
of landscape effects. However, for many existing and potential users of the Mokihinui

River, the only satisfactory outcome is likely to be total avoidance.

Seddonville Flats

Landscape values (Natural character & landscape sig  nificance)

62

The Seddonville river flat landscape below the proposed dam site is assessed in the
ALVE report as two separate areas: (1) bush clad flats immediately below the dam,
and (2) pastoral flats, lower down the valley (Figure 5). The bush clad flats are
assessed as having lower levels of natural character than the “pristine” natural
character of the gorge, while the lower, pastoral flats are assessed as having even
lower levels of natural character. As with the assessment of natural character within
the gorge itself, the basis for the assessment is not made explicit with reference to
natural elements, patterns and processes. Neither the bush clad flats nor the pastoral
flats are considered to rank highly in terms of the Pigeon Bay factors because of the
extent of modification, the aerial extent of the flats, and the suggestion that, as such
flats are a common feature of the West Coast landscape, they cannot be considered
rare (ALVE report, p.53). While the conclusions regarding landscape significance in
terms of s 6(b) may be correct, the level of data and analysis provided in support of
this conclusion is inadequate.
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Figure 5: Seddonville Flats downstream of the proposed dam (as viewed from the air), showing
the bushclad flats (foreground) and pastoral flats referred to in the ALVE report. The Seddonville

63

settlement is in the upper left of the image.

Referring to the lower, pastoral flats, the report concludes “...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.” This
statement appears to overlook the presence of the Mokihinui River throughout the
valley, as far as the sea (Figure 5). This presence requires the consideration of s 6(a)
matters (the preservation of the natural character of the coastal environment

(including the coastal marine area), wetlands, and lakes and rivers and their margins).

Landscape and visual effects

64

The landscape assessment has assessed the visual effects of the project as
experienced from the Seddonville Flats, as being restricted largely to the dam itself,

and the transmission line from the power house.
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The viewshaft from Seddonville Flats to the dam is illustrated in Figure 5 of the ALVE
report. The diagram suggests that the dam will be visible from an area of the
Seddonville Flats that includes the most densely settled areas (although “dense” is a
relative term in this context). However, this analysis appears to be contradicted by the
Truescape photo simulations (ALVE report, Appendix 2) which suggest the dam will
be almost imperceptible. The simulations from photopoints 4, 5, 6 & 7 do not appear
to show the dam at all, however this may be due to problems with graphic
reproduction. The use of a computer generated ‘zone of visibility’ analysis may have
generated more reliable data on the visibility of the dam. There is no indication from
the report as to how viewshafts were determined. The map showing viewshafts does
not appear to be the product of a computer-generated zone of visual influence, but
such an approach may have been the more accurate way to approach potential

visibility.

The transmission line impacts are correctly assessed as being visual effects of the
transmission line and poles, and the effects resulting from the clearance of vegetation
within the transmission line corridor — a width of approximately 20-30m in total. Within
this corridor vegetation could be cleared to and maintained at a maximum height of

3m.

It is not correct to claim, as is done in the summary of effects on page 57 (ALVE), that
“[tlhe line corridor is not aligned with any significant vantage points”. Between poles
1—14 the line will parallel the road, and the road corridor itself will provide for half of
the necessary clearance width for the lines. Given the prospect of significantly
increased recreational use of the proposed lake, traffic on the Mokihinui Gorge Road
will also increase. The experience of driving the road will be diminished by the
elimination of tall canopy trees and the need for regular pruning of adjacent native

bush to a maximum 3m height for a 10—15m distance back from the road formation.
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68 The assessment acknowledges the limited visual impact of the transmission line from
lots in the Mokihinui Preserve subdivision (photo-simulations 8, 9 and 10, ALVE), and
from the Seddonville flats at the location south-west of Seddonville where the line
leaves the flats and heads towards the Charming Creek area (poles 22-23). No photo-
simulations are provided of this location, but the construction of the transmission line
at the point where it leaves the Seddonville Flats is likely to lead to a significant, albeit
localized impact (see Figure 6 for the locality at which the line leave the Flats and
head towards Charming Creek). The assessment report claims “...[t]his alignment
does not face any public vantage point, or any dwelling”, however this is not strictly

correct as the image in Figure 6 was taken from the public road

Figure 6: The proposed transmission line will leave the Seddonville Flats at this location. The
required 20—30m corridor will create a noticeable but localized impact as it crosses the forested
slopes in the middle distance.
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Effects on river and coastal environment

69

70

The landscape assessment has not taken into account landscape changes within the
Seddonville Flats, particularly effects on the river and its margins, that are likely to
result from construction requirements and the downstream effects of the dam.
Possible landscape effects at the locality where the river enters the coastal marine

environment have similarly not been considered,.

There is the potential for reduced sediment loads to result in changes to beach

morphology where the Mokihinui River enters the sea. Existing erosion is already
changing the landscape in the vicinity of the river mouth (see Figure 8), and it has
been predicted that reduced sediment load resulting from the dam could result in

further erosion of the beach areas.

Effects arising from road and traffic issues

71

72

The review of the assessment of effects of traffic and roading has identified
insufficient detail “to enable the roading layout and its effect on the environment to be
evaluated. For parts of this section (including Chasm Creek No 1 bridge), the
standard will need to be improved to allow the design vehicles to negotiate the road
unrestricted (i.e., two semi trailers can bypass each other comfortably)”. Such road
works are likely to bring about localized landscape effects where the road and the
river are in close proximity and where the road crosses bridges that will likely need to
be replaced. Such an area is identified in Figure 7. The effects of road works on an

historic rail tunnel beneath the road also requires assessment.

The Meridian response to a s92 request for further information on road and traffic
issues includes a series of drawings showing a proposed realignment of the road in
the vicinity of the Chasm Creek bridge, sufficient to meet the standard whereby “two
semi trailers can bypass each other comfortably”. URS drawing ME147-G-001 A
shows the proposed road alignment in the vicinity of Chasm Creek, while drawing

ME147_G-0OO0OL1 A shows a ‘typical cross section.

%
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It is apparent from Drawing ME147-G-001 A that the proposed widening will require a
significant amount of cut into the hillside uphill of the road, either side of the Chasm
Creek bridge. The locaility of the proposed road widening and bridge replacement is
illustrated in Figure 7 (repeated in a larger format as Figure 9 in Appendix 3). Drawing
ME147_G-0OO0L1 Aillustrates the use of wire gabion retaining structures on the
downhill side of the road, and steep (1:4) cut rock surfaces on the uphill side of the
road. The indicative height of the cut face is shown as extending 10 m vertically to a 5

m wide bench, then a further 1:4 rock face to an indeterminate height.

As Figures 7 and 9 show, the locality of the proposed road widening at Chasm Creek
has high scenic quality and naturalness, with densely established bush on existing
road batters, bluffs, the river bank and rocky islands in with river. The proposed works
will have a significant impact on the natural character and visual quality of this section
of the roadway. No remediation or mitigation has been proposed as part of the section

92 response.

A more detailed assessment of the environmental and landscape effects of road
widening in this locality is required, together with proposals for the remediation or

mitigation of the effects of road widening and realignment.
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Figure 7: The transport peer review identifies the need to upgrade bridges and widen the main
access road into the construction site to permit the passage of large vehicles, plant and
machinery. The location illustrated in this image is an example of an section of the Mokihinui-
Seddonville Rd (Chasm Stream) where road works are likely to be necessary, with consequential
landscape effects (for an enlargement of this image see also Appendix 3)

Avoidance, remediation and mitigation

76 The ALVE report claims there is little need to mitigate the visual effects of the dam as
seen from Seddonville. The indications from the photo-simulations and viewshaft
study appear to support this view. The adverse effects of the dam itself on landscape

values within the Seddonville Flats are likely to be minor, at most.

77 The adverse effects of the transmission lines are localized, and are most significant in
the vicinity of the access road to the gorge, Lot 1 of the Mokihinui Preserve
subdivision, and the hill slope (Figure 6) crossed by the line as it leaves Seddonville
Flats and heads south west to Charming Creek. These impacts are acknowledged,
but are likely to be underestimated as far as the road and hill slope are concerned.
Potential impacts are best avoided by careful alignment. Alternative routes from the
power station to the Charming Creek area could be investigated as part of what are
understood to be ongoing investigations into the transmission line route.
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The avoidance, remediation and mitigation of effects associated with access road
widening and bridge replacement, and the effects of the proposal on downstream
fluvial and coastal processes needs to be addressed once the full nature of the likely

effects is understood.

Charming Creek, and Stockton & Denniston Plateaux

79

80

Reviewing the landscape and visual effects assessment for the transmission line is
made difficult by the lack of sufficient detail in cross-referencing between the
landscape assessment and the 110kv line constructability report (LineTech). The
inclusion of the Appendix 1 (LineTech) route plans in the landscape assessment
document, and their annotation with landscape assessment factors would have made
for easier understanding of the issues. Similarly, the inclusion of such elements as the
Charming Creek walkway on the LineTech route plans would have been helpful. As it
stands, there is no plan which clearly shows the relationship between walkway and

line route.

The final alignment of the transmission line is also subject to some variation
(particularly, it appears, within the Charming Creek access road and walkway area),
so a conclusive assessment of effects is not possible at this stage of the project’s
development. Review comments are therefore restricted to the more significant issues

apparent at a general level of analysis.
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Landscape values (natural character & landscape sig  nificance)

81 The ALVE report acknowledges (p.60) very high landscape values for the Charming
Creek Gorge, Ngakawau Gorge and the Mangatini Falls, and suggests that these
areas would constitute an outstanding landscape feature in terms of s 6(b) on the
basis of natural science values and historic heritage significance. However, the report
notes that as they are discrete landscape features they cannot be considered to be a
landscape (as distinct from a landscape feature) in terms of s (6b). The relevance of
distinguishing between outstanding landscapes and landscape features within this
area is not clear, as each is subject to s 6(b). The landscape in the vicinity of the

walkway is also noted to be of very high amenity value.
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Nevertheless, as features with potential s 6(b) significance, the landscape and visual
effects of the proposed line need to be addressed. The areal extent of the Charming
Creek and Ngakawau Gorges, and the Mangatini Falls as landscape features, and
their physical relationship to the proposed transmission line corridor is not shown
clearly, other than the indication that the line actually crosses the Ngakawau Gorge.
Whether a landscape or a landscape feature, the Ngakawau Gorge is clearly
impacted by the proposed line, yet the nature and implications of these impacts are

not identified or discussed.

The report acknowledges that the Stockton Plateau has been modified by coal mining,
both historically and as a result of current and proposed (Cypress Stream) mining
operations. The effects are apparent in opencast pits, overburden dumps, dams,
buildings and structures. The report concludes that as a consequence of extensive
past and proposed mining, the landscape values of the plateau are degraded, and
according to the report, “the landscape values range from low to moderate”. No
justification of given for this assessment — and neither is it made clear which “values”

this comment refers to. Elsewhere (p.64) it is noted:

...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.’
Landscape values are held to increase south from Mount Frederick to the Denniston
Plateau, however the report makes the unusual distinction between landscape values
and ecological values (“the value of this area is largely ecological rather than
landscape based” (s 4.6.2, p.65)). As landscape values are generally acknowledged
as including biophysical factors (the first of the Pigeon Bay factors), the basis for the

distinction between landscape and ecological values is not clear.

While not mentioned in the landscape report, the Stockton Plateau has already been
the subject of some consideration as to whether or not it is an outstanding natural
landscape. In Solid Energy Ltd (C74/2005) the Environment Court stated in its
decision regarding appeals against the proposed Cypress Stream coal mine on

Stockton Plateau:

...we have concluded that in the context of the Buller District and West Coast
Region it is not outstanding.
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The report identifies the Waimangaroa River as the boundary between the Stockton
and Denniston plateaux. The proposed substation for connecting the Mokihinui
transmission line to the existing Waimangaroa transmission line is located at Cedar
Creek on the Denniston side of the Waimangaroa River, but at the edge of the

plateau.

The landscape in the vicinity of the substation is assessed as having important

heritage values, but without high natural landscape values:

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.
While a degree of maodification is acknowledged, on the scale of natural character
presented in Appendix 2 the site of the proposed sub-station may be considered to
display a moderately high degree of natural character, falling approximately at the
transition from semi-natural to near natural. However, as the report notes, the site of
the proposed substation is in an area already compromised by high voltage

transmission lines and mine workings.

Landscape and visual effects

89

90

The report suggests that as the proposed line follows the mine access road across the
Stockton Plateau it will be perceived as part of the infrastructure pattern of mining
operations. Given the extent of modification mining has wrought on the plateau, this is
probably fair comment. However, south of Mount Frederick the line deviates into an
ecological area (a proposed Department of Conservation, Conservation Park). The

report notes:

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.
Whether the effects are discernable or not is an irrelevant consideration. Effects on
naturalness or outstanding values are not influenced according to visibility, or the
numbers of persons who may see a landscape or landscape feature. The effects of
the transmission line corridor on ecological values are a necessary part of a

landscape assessment.
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The landscape and visual effects of the proposed substation are assessed as being
low owing to the already modified levels of natural character in the vicinity of the
intended site, and the low visibility of the proposed site from public roads and nearby

walking tracks.

The level of information provided with the assessment is insufficient to judge the
veracity of claims for low landscape and visual effects. Neither the LineTech nor
landscape reports identify the proposed sub-station site in route maps or other graphic
materials, so the exact site is difficult to judge, especially in the context of nearby
public access areas such as roads and walking tracks. While it is claimed that the
closest the public can get to the proposed site is approximately 2.5 km, this was not

the experience of the reviewer.

Avoidance, remediation and mitigation

93

94

95

Within the locality of the Charming Creek access road and walkway, the option of
avoidance of negative effects through careful alignment is the best option. Alternative
corridor alignments should be explored to maximize the separation between access
road and track and the proposed line. Further avoidance measures such as the
installation of the line by helicopter are noted as effective technigues for minimizing

disturbance of land and vegetation, and associated visual/landscape effects.

With regard to the avoidance, remediation and mitigation of effects on the Stockton
Plateau, the ALVE report states (p.66):

...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.
While this comment may be justified in terms of visual effects, the potential
landscape/ecological effects on the area proposed for the DoC conservation park do

not appear to have been considered.
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Conclusions of Assessment of Landscape and Visual
Effects report

96

97

98

In Section 7, Conclusions (p.74), the ALVE report considers that in the regional

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.
On the basis of the widespread submissions received, this comment appears to
under-estimate the level of knowledge of the Mokihinui Gorge. In taking the regional
context as the basis for this statement, the ALVE report unreasonably sets the
Mokihinui Gorge against such “iconic” landscapes as Fox and Franz Joseph Glaciers,
Mt Cook and Lake Matheson. These are not valid comparisons in my opinion, as the
landscapes and features of these areas are widely acknowledged as being not only of
regional, but of national and even international significance. A proper broad scale
context for comparison would be the Buller district, rather than the West Coast as a
whole. The reference to the site being neither unique nor rare is probably incorrect
when the characteristics of the catchment of the Mokihinui River are considered in

their entirety within the Buller district context.

In seeking to use the relative degree of awareness and knowledge of the gorge as a
factor favourable towards the use of the site for hydro-electric development, the ALVE
report overlooks the future significance of the gorge in its present, near pristine state
as a landscape and recreational resource. Within the time frame of the productive life
of the proposed MHP, the Mokihinui Gorge in its current undeveloped state could
reasonably be expected to assume increasing significance as a landscape and
recreation resource. Thus, the future value of the gorge has been overlooked and

discounted.
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99

100

101

102

The report concludes that the “reservoir lake will display a very high level of natural
character and amenity”, while conceding there will be some adverse effects, “mainly
[involving] a reduction in the current level of naturalness, particularly in the vicinity of
the dam”. This is an understatement, but one founded on the assumption that the
“generic” character of the gorge will be sustained, despite changes from a naturally
flowing river to a reservoir lake. Clearly, under these circumstances the characteristics
of natural elements, natural patterns and natural processes will be fundamentally
altered. Accordingly, in the absence of any evidence as to the appropriateness of the
project in landscape terms, it is not a reasonable or logical proposition to claim that
the proposal accords with s6(b) of the RMA, which requires; “The preservation of the
natural character of...rivers and their margins, and the protection of them from

inappropriate subdivision, use, and development.”

Conclusions regarding the landscape and visual effects of the proposed transmission
line appear reasonable acknowledging their preliminary nature. Given what |
understand to be a lack of finality over the exact route of the line | consider that the
matter of landscape and visual effects associated with the line must remain open and
subject to continuing review. With the likely exception of the crossing of the Charming
Creek Ecological Area, the landscape effects of the proposed line are likely to be

limited in my opinion.

The report concludes that the “engineered aesthetic” of the dam and the reservoir
may appeal to sections of the community. The report correctly notes that engineered
structures such as dams and bridges can appear quite elegant. The report is probably
correct in noting that the reservoir lake “will display a very high level of visual and
experiential amenity”. However, these benefits must be considered against the visual
characteristics and qualities, and amenity values lost as a consequence of flooding,
and the uncertain nature of the shoreline as the slopes and vegetation adjusts to the

raised water level.

By way of a summary comment, the report concludes; “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.” While | agree with the latter statement in general terms, | do not
consider it applies in this context. Clearly, there are values and amenities associated

with a wild, free flowing river that will be lost as a consequence of the damming of the

gorge.
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Summary: Key findings

103

104

The inadequacy of the response to the section 92 request for further information
leaves some landscape assessment issues unresolved. With the prospect of further
evidence on RMA Part 2 matters to be presented at the resource consent hearing, the
key issues discussed below have been identified on the basis of the information
supplied in the ALVE and the limited additional information on natural character

provided in the section 92 response.

My findings relate to four key aspects of the assessment of landscape effects: (i the
assessment is deficient in a number of respects relating to the methodology,
techniques and analysis applied to the process, (ii) the assessment of natural
character, (iii) the assessment of the significance of the landscape of the gorge, and

(iv) the assessment of effects on amenity values.

Inadequacy of assessment and analysis

105

106

107

108

The landscape and visual effects assessment does not appear to have been based
upon first hand experience of the Mokihinui Gorge environment from the ground. |
regard direct experience of a landscape as being fundamental to the assessment of

landscape character, landscape significance and amenity values.

The landscape of the Mokihinui Gorge has not been assessed within the appropriate
contexts of the wider Mokihinui River catchment landscape, nor the Buller district
generally. A frame of reference that extends to the entire West Coast region is

inappropriate.

Techniques used for the assessment of natural character (s6(a)) and landscape
significance (s6(b)) are not technically robust and do not meet standards of validity
and reliability.

The most significant shortcoming of the landscape assessment is the unresolved
matter of the landscape significance of the Mokihinui Gorge. Given this situation, a
wiser course of action for the landscape assessors may have been to assume ONL
status for the gorge, but provide also a reasoned case for the appropriateness of the

proposed development.

%
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109

110

The possibility of landscape and visual effects below the dam site have been

overlooked.

The ALVE report fails to provide a rigorous assessment of the appropriateness of the
proposal in landscape terms, such that the construction of the dam and the flooding of
the gorge can be shown to represent the sustainable management of natural and

physical resources in terms of s5(2) of the Act.

Natural character (s6(a))

111

112

113

The assessment of natural character has adopted an idiosyncratic approach, and is
not transparent as to the theoretical framework applied, the technique applied for
assessment of naturalness, nor the scale used for the estimation of levels of

naturalness.

The term ‘generic natural character’ is not an appropriate construct for the

assessment of s6(a) matters of national importance.

The damming and flooding of the Mokihinui Gorge will fundamentally change the
generally accepted characteristics of natural character (natural elements, natural
patterns and natural processes) and the extent to which these are modified by human
intervention. It is not a credible proposition, in my opinion, to claim that s6(a) is

satisfied through the maintenance of what is termed “generic” natural character.

Landscape significance (s6(b))

114

In the absence of any further assessment of s6(b) matters in response to the s92
request for further information, my opinion remains that the assessment of the
landscape significance of the Mokihinui Gorge has been inadequate, and is flawed

with regard to:

The manner in which the assessment framework (the Pigeon Bay factors) has
been applied, including the depth of analysis of the factors and the scoring

system applied to assess significance;

The contextual framework used for assessing relative significance, whereby the
Mokihinui Gorge is assessed against the “iconic” landscapes of the wider West
Coast region, including the Fox and Franz Joseph glaciers, Mt Cook,

Punakaiki, and Lake Matheson.
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115  The conclusion of the ALVE report that the Mokihinui Gorge is not an ONFL is
untenable given what | consider to be a flawed assessment, the views expressed by
many submitters (including reference to the river having a national natural heritage
value ranking of 7" — see Appendix 2), and my own preliminary assessment of

landscape significance.

116 | consider there are strong grounds for considering the Mokihinui River as a whole to
be an outstanding natural landscape, and the gorge to be an outstanding natural
feature. However, | accept that no conclusive statements on landscape significance
can be made in the absence of a technically robust, professional landscape

assessment.

Amenity (s7(c))

117  The principle characteristics of amenity*? within the gorge relate to the free-flowing,
wild nature of the river, and its near pristine forest setting. These characteristics will
be fundamentally changed by the damming of the river. However, as the ALVE report
states, the characteristics of the reservoir lake that would result from the MHP will also
afford a high level of visual and recreational amenity to visitors to the area. The nature

of the amenity will be changed but will still likely be of a high order.

118 The key issue for consideration is whether the loss of the particular amenity
associated with a wild free-flowing river is adequately compensated by the provision

of the rather different amenities that will be associated with the reservoir lake.

119 A corollary amenity effect of the damming of the gorge will be to render the upper
catchment, above the forks, less of a wilderness landscape. It is likely that ease of
access will change the pattern of recreational activities in the upper catchment and
diminish the sense of wilderness experience currently associated with the area above
Mokihinui Forks.
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Mitigation of effects (s5(2)(c))

120

121

122

123

Regarding the dam and formation of the reservoir lake, what are claimed in the ALVE
report as mitigating actions are more appropriately regarded as best construction
practice, the result of naturally occurring processes of plant colonising, or are more
properly regarded as compensatory in nature (e.g., the proposal to build a mountain
bike track).

The removal of trees and other vegetation within the zone of the future lake level will

provide for a degree of visual mitigation.

The effects associated with the transmission line can be avoided or mitigated to what |
regard as an acceptable level of effect through careful route selection, pole placement
and pole design (height and form). The use of taller poles to reduce the need to fell

mature trees along the alignment is desirable, particularly within the Ngakawau Gorge

and Charming Creek localities.

By any reasonable assessment, the visual and landscape effects of the dam, in
particular the effects on the natural character of the gorge section of the Mokihinui
River, cannot be satisfactorily mitigated by any on-site actions on the part of the
applicant. Off-site environmental compensation or environmental offsets are probably
a more realistic option to on-site mitigation. In circumstances where effects cannot be

mitigated, then avoidance is an appropriate option.

Conclusions and recommendations

124

The proposed MHP scheme will have fundamental implications for the preservation
and protection of natural character, for the protection of the values associated with
landscape significance of the gorge, and for amenity values associated with a wild,
free-flowing river within a near-pristine landscape. The effects of the proposal will also
extend to diminishing the amenity associated with the wilderness recreational

experience of the landscape upstream of the Mokihinui Forks.




Technical Review

125  On the basis of my own preliminary assessment | consider there are strong grounds
for regarding the Mokihinui Gorge to be an outstanding natural feature or landscape,
and for the Mokihinui River landscape generally to be considered an outstanding
natural landscape. This opinion is supported by a number of comments in
submissions supporting the outstanding status of the river and gorge. However, as
stated earlier in this report, no conclusive statements on landscape significance can

be made in the absence of a technically robust, professional landscape assessment.

126  While correctly stating that section 6 matters of national importance (including the
preservation and protection of natural character of rivers and their margins from
inappropriate development) are subordinate to the objectives of the Act as set out in

section 5, the matter of appropriateness has not been addressed.

127 Itis my considered opinion that the damming of the gorge and the formation of the
proposed reservoir lake does not represent the sustainable management of physical
and natural resource insofar as the preservation and protection of natural character

and landscape values are concerned.

Michael L Steven
Landscape planner

Vivian & Espie Ltd
Tuesday, August 12, 2008
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APPENDIX 1

Assessment of natural character

1 Natural character is not defined in the RMA but it is generally accepted by landscape
practitioners as a narrowly defined aspect of the broader and more general concept of
landscape character. In simple terms it is an assessment of the degree to which a
given landscape is the product of nature, as opposed to cultural (or human)

intervention.

2 A definition of natural character developed by a consultative group with the Ministry
for the Environment™ and which has been accepted by the Environment Court in a

number of cases (including Pigeon Bay™*), is:

Natural Character is the term used to describe the natural elements of all
coastal environments. The degree or level [of natural character] within an
environment depends on:

1 The extent to which the natural elements, patterns and
processes occur;

2 The nature and extent of modification to the ecosystems and
landscape/seascape;
3 The highest degree of natural character (greatest

naturalness) occurs where there is least modification;

4 The effect of different types of modification upon natural
character varies with context and maybe perceived differently
by different parts of the community.

3 It is generally accepted amongst landscape practitioners that the degree of natural
character attributable to any landscape can be determined with regard to the three
criteria listed in point 1 of the definition above, and the extent to which they are

modified by human interventions. These are:

13
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Natural elements: natural elements are the products of ecological, erosional
and depositional processes; the biophysical characteristics of the landscape,
such as landforms, rock outcrops, hydrological features and vegetation
communities;

Natural patterns: patterns are formed through the interactions between
landscape elements and the processes operating on them. Patterns are
apparent through the interactions of plants, soils, aspect and slope, or through
the erosion of the coastline through wave action. The regimented character of
a forestry plantation or apple orchard compared with the apparently random
patterns of trees in an indigenous forest, illustrates how natural and unnatural
patterns might be understood; and

Natural processes: Natural processes are the dynamic processes at work on
the biophysical landscape, shaping landform and vegetation communities
through processes of erosion and deposition, soil forming processes,
colonisation and succession, regeneration and energy and nutrient flows.

4 An objective assessment of these criteria will determine the extent to which a range of
indicators for each of these criteria depart from a wholly natural or “pristine” state, or
are subject to human intervention. Collectively, the multiple items being assessed
would determine where on a continuum of natural character the landscape being
assessed falls. Of these three aspects of natural character | consider natural
processes to be the primary indicator of natural character, to which natural elements
and patterns are subordinate. Natural elements, such as indigenous vegetation, can
be placed in the landscape and natural patterns can be emulated. Natural processes,
however, cannot. Both natural elements and natural patterns derive from natural

processes.™

15 In his paper, An exploration of the value of naturalness and wild nature, Ridder (2007) cites Mathews (2005) in stating
that nature can be defined with reference to:

The distinction between what happens when things are allowed to unfold in their own way, or run their
own course, and what happens when, under the direction of abstract thought, agents intentionally
intervene in a course of events to superimpose on it a set of abstractly conceived ends of their own.

Ridder, B. (2007). “An exploration of the value of naturalness and wild nature”. Journal of Agricultural and
Environmental Ethics. 20:195-213.

Mathews, F. (2005). Reinhabiting Reality: Towards a Recovery of Culture. Sydney, University of New South
Wales Press.
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A scale of naturalness

5 It is generally accepted by landscape practitioners and the Environment Court that
natural character can be assessed along a continuum of states from pristine
wilderness, where no evidence of human intervention is apparent, to wholly

developed, where scant evidence of natural character remains.

6 Natural character is not an absolute quality that either exists or doesn't, but rather
occurs across a scale in matters of degree. Human interventions may diminish natural

character, but do not necessarily eliminate it altogether.

7 A scale of natural character is rarely, if ever, made explicit in assessments of natural
character. Scales of natural character are acknowledged in principle, but natural
character is assessed as either occurring, or not occurring. A scale which | consider
has considerable utility is that proposed by Van der Maarel (1975)*:

Near- Semi- ) Near-
Natural Agricultural Cultural
Natural Natural Cultural
I [ [ I I [ [
Very High-Pristine High Moderate-High Moderate Moderate-Low Low Very Low-Nil
8 The terms used within the cells of the table above are those used by Van der Maarel.

This same continuum may be applied to a 7-point scale of natural character by adding
the terms on the natural character scale below the table. While there is a need for
further work to refine and validate this conceptual scale of naturalness and develop
indices of naturalness, it serves as a useful starting point and makes explicit a

framework used for natural character assessments.

16 van der Maarel, E. 1975. Man-made natural ecosystems in environmental management and planning. In Unifying
concepts in ecology, ed. W.H. Van Dobbin and R.H. Lowe-McConnel, 263-274. The Hague: W. Junk.
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APPENDIX 2

Freshwater Ecosystems of National Importance

TOP 20 RIVERS RANKED BY NATURAL HERITAGE VALUE SCOR E (NHV)*

CATCHMENT ID BIOGEOGRAPHIC UNIT NAME NHV
249 Stewart Island Freshwater River 6.10
6 Grey-Buller Buller River 5.94
71 Northwest Nelson-Paparoa  Karamea River 3.98
430 Stewart Island Rakeahua River 3.68
355 Fiordland Big River 3.12
201 Westland Cascade River 2.75
130 Northwest Nelson-Paparoa Mokihinui River 2.62

211 Westland Karangarua River 2.45
192 Westland Turnbull / Okura rivers 2.43
168 Westland Waiatoto River 2.43
100 Westland Arawhata River 2.30
221 Westland Paringa River 2.27
64 Westland Haast River 2.27
472 Stewart Island Doughboy River 2.13
79 Westland Hollyford River 2.11
261 Westland Waiho River 1.99
334 Fiordland Stillwater River 1.90
396 Stewart Island Toitoi River 1.89
136 Fiordland Wairaurahiri River 1.80
191 Fiordland Waitutu River 1.68

* From, Chadderton WL, Brown, DJ , and Stephens RT (2004). Identifying freshwater
ecosystems of national importance for biodiversity: Criteria, methods, and candidate list of

nationally important rivers. Department of Conservation, Wellington, NZ
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APPENDIX 3

The section of the Mokihinui — Seddonville Rd in th e vicinity of Chasm Creek




