
 

MEDIA RELEASE – 1 September 2021 
 
Information for Westport Ratepayers in response to the Buller District Council submission on 
Westport Flood Protection Options 
 
In the West Coast Regional Council’s Consultation Document there are two flood protection Options 
that the Council is seeking community feedback on.  
 
Option 1 provides partial protection to the Westport community, most importantly to the protection of 
human life from the Buller River breaking its banks and flooding the town.  
 
The modelling maps clearly show that Option One does not reduce the damage from a flood event from 
the Orowaiti as experienced in July 2021, and it is not promoted as doing so. It has been included as an 
option as its benefit is that it significantly reduces the threat to life from the Buller River breaking its 
banks. 
 
Option 2 provides more comprehensive protection for both life and property from both the Buller River 
and the Orowaiti. Both of these Options were identified for inclusion in a public consultation process by 
the Buller Working Group in 2015 (comprising staff and Councillors from both the Regional and District 
Council). The work undertaken by the Westport 2100 Group in 2019 built on this work developed in 
2015 by further reviewing these options of the extensive modelling by Land River Sea, the Regional 
Council’s consultant since 2014. 
 
The Regional Council is now concerned that due to the wide circulation of Buller District Council’s 
submission on the Long-Term Consultation Document in the media that this may prejudice the feedback 
received from those yet to submit. As such, the Regional Council has reviewed several of the statements 
made and have provided feedback for consideration by the community.  
 
Whilst there is a level of uncertainty in all modelling and statistics for flood protection schemes 
throughout New Zealand, it is standard practice to allow freeboard. Freeboard is an additional height 
allowance added into the design of flood protection structures to account for this uncertainty. In the 
options for Westport, the design is for a 1 in 100-year event and an additional 600mm in freeboard 
height has been included. This is consistent with other flood protection structures throughout the West 
Coast region. 
 
Buller District Council’s submission did not take into account the effort of both the Buller Working Group 
in 2015, more recently the 2100 Group in 2019 and the important and ongoing work in the Planning 
space of Te Tai o Poutini Plan Committee who are drafting the combined District Plan for the West 
Coast. Buller District Council has had elected member and staff representatives involved in all these 
groups. 
 
The favoured Option did not address effects of climate change – which would increase the maximum 
projected flow of the Buller River; and result in rising sea levels 



The 2015 Buller Working Group (made up of members from both the Regional Council and the Buller 
District Council) made the deliberate decision to design the floodwalls and stopbanks to the current 
climate scenario rather than a future climate scenario. Affordability for ratepayers was a key 
consideration. This decision was considered by the 2015 Working Group members to be pragmatic, 
allowing for some protection to be built now which could be raised if needed in the future by ensuring 
the banks had sufficient base width when constructed.  
 
A range of climate change scenarios have been modelled by Land River Sea Consulting and published. 
Climate change flows were taken from detailed hydrological modelling published by NIWA in 2012 and 
were considered to be the best available information at the time. Sea level rise scenarios of 0.7m and 
1m have been adopted. These scenarios have been used to verify the design. Sea level rise has been 
considered by the Regional Council. 
 
The favoured Option did not address the impact on river levels from debris under bridges 
Similar to that of climate change, direct reference to the blockage modelling has not been included in 
the Options presented as a deliberate decision of the 2015 Buller Working Group. However, as with the 
impact of possible sea level rise, scenario analysis of different blockages has been undertaken to justify 
the design of the two Options presented to the community. Possible blockages have been considered by 
the Regional Council. 
 
The favoured Option did not address the impact of earthquakes on proposed flood protection works, 
which would be built in areas prone to liquefaction 
As part of Te Tai o Poutini Plan (the combined District Plan for the region) process, an external expert 
has been commissioned to assess liquefaction across the region. The results of this study will then be 
incorporated in the District Plan for the West Coast which will become the basis of all planning decisions 
in the future. How this is then interpreted, and implemented, will be the responsibility of the Buller 
District Council Building Consent team. 
 
The Regional Council agrees that the risk of failure cannot be eliminated from any protection scheme, as 
evidenced from the Edgecumbe and Franz Josef events. Hard engineering protection measure are only 
short to medium term solutions to enable more appropriate planning to be implemented for any town, 
for example managed retreat as is suggested in the Buller District Council’s submission.   
 
The favoured Option did not address the impacts of stormwater, and the ability for stormwater to be 
discharged from Westport to the river environs during a flooding or heavy rainfall event 
This is a three-waters matter and is a core responsibility of the Buller District Council to address as part 
of their service delivery for their community. It is envisaged that planning for this work would be fed 
through to the Joint Committee involving both Councils. This would enable both Councils to progress 
with their core responsibilities in a coordinated manner with Buller District Council being able to take 
appropriate steps around their stormwater, wastewater and freshwater assets.  
 
Whether the protection proposed would have prevented the damage from the July 2021 event 
This is completely incorrect. The flood event analysis shows the actual event to be approximately a 1 in 
60-year event. Had the proposed Option 2 of a 1 in a 100-year level of protection, the extensive 
stopbank and floodwall scheme, been in place then this would have protected those areas flooded in 
July 2021, unless there was a breach of a stop bank. The modelling available on the Regional Council’s 
website shows this clearly. Option 2 also protects the threat to life from the Buller River breaching its 
banks.  
 



The modelling maps show clearly that Option 1 does not reduce the flooding from the Orowaiti as 
experienced in July 2021. However, this flooding does not pose the same risk to life as that of the Buller 
River breaking its banks.  
 
The Regional Council has proposed Options that takes into account both the loss of human life, 
protection of property, as well as affordability for the community. 
 
Whether cost estimates are sufficient for the completion of the flood protection works 
The estimated costs for these works have been peer reviewed and whilst there is an allowance for 
unknown costs within the proposed budget, it is not practical or possible to try and identify the final cost 
until the confirmed Option has been tendered and completed. The Regional Council has considerable 
experience in the delivery of projects such as this throughout the West Coast.  
 
In Buller District Council’s submission, they are recommending that the Regional Council spend 
ratepayer money on further investigations. This funding would be sought from the Buller District Council 
should they feel that the Options presented for community feedback require further peer review than 
what has been undertaken to date.  
 
Westport and Reefton are currently the only major population areas on the West Coast that do not have 
any form of river, drainage or erosion protection scheme. The Regional Council has been working with 
the Buller District Council for many years now to progress protection options with working groups.  
 
Chair Birchfield said that he was confident in what the Regional Council was doing.  
 
“I’m conscious of our role as leaders and providing the best options to our communities. I believe this is 
time for action, not hand-wringing and engaging more and more experts.” 
 
“This matter has been bounced around for at least two decades. We have now seen a significant flood 
event happen and we do not believe the damage that occurred would have, had protection been put in 
place.” 
 
“We will listen to all the feedback received and review this carefully, however decisive action is 
required. It may include some tough conversations, but essentially we want to know - does the 
Westport community want flood protection or not?” 
 
For those interested in viewing the modelling, this information is available on the Regional Council’s 
website at www.wcrc.govt.nz/community/consultation and scrolling down to the Rating District 
Supplementary Information for Consultation Topic 9.  
 
Submissions close Wednesday, 4.00pm 8 September 2021, with the Council to hold a hearing on 15 
September for those wishing to present their views in person.  
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