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Abstract

With the largest conservation estate in the couiy West Coast of the Southern
Alps is, in many ways, an ideal place in which tovg the theory and practice of
ecotourism. At the same time, though, the drimdustries within the region create
tensions that have the potential to threaten thigs presentation examines the
practice of ecotourism in the current context o tegion, and suggests some
possibilities for enhancement.

Intro

The West Coast has 8% of New Zealand's land mas4.%nof its population. The
conservation estate — land that comes within tligitden of the National Parks Act
1980 — accounts for 87% of the region’s area (caatpto 26% for New Zealand as a
whole). Physically isolated by an alpine faulstitetches from Kahurangi Point in the
north to Awarua Point in the south, a distanceashes 550 kilometres — the distance
between Auckland and Wellington.

The West Coast economy in the™®entury was based on the utilisation of the
region's natural resources, notably gold, timbet emal. Early in the 20th century,
farming came to prominence in the regional econofgurism - long established at
the region's two glaciers, has recently begun val ragriculture and mining in
economic importance.

The region has recorded sustained economic growhea3% per annum since Year
2000 and also above the national figure since 2@®wth peaked in mid 2004 at
over 5%. Despite a fall since then, the rate ofugn over the March 2006 year, at
some 4%, was still well ahead of the national itesul

In 2006, direct tourist expenditure on the WestsTaapredicted to be in the order of
$320m, and to grow to $416m by 2011. Tourism nowpleys the most people on
the Coast, and is the greatest contributor to Hmldencome, notwithstanding that it
is amongst the most lowly-paid, least productive kast profitable sectors.

Predictions are that total visitor nights on thesiM@oast tourist numbers will rise by
an average of 3.7% annually over the next five gjeamnd that most of that rise will
come from the international market (5.8% annualging. By 2011, there will be a
total of 1.14 million visitors yielding around 3 Hion visitor nights.

The West Coast arguably demonstrates more stdratydnywhere else in the
country the tensions involved in sustainable ecana@avelopment. Its three driver



industries — dairying, mining and tourism — ofteavéa competing interests and
influence. For example:
* run-off from dairy farms can degrade trout fishargd kayaking rivers that are
an important source of income from tourists
» the coal and gold mining industries seek accessstmurces that reside wholly
or partially within the conservation estate thaa imajor drawcard for tourists
* rapidly increasing tourism numbers put pressurioal infrastructure —
funded by local rates income. That increases dsesof dairying, and
provides intense competition for labour.
* many of the tourist attractions draw heavily on hlegitage that has been
created by the mining activities of the past. Trhplication is that current
mining activities are creating future attractions.

An important component in the resolution of thesestons is the sustainability of the
developments that are occurring, and the recogndfdhe interconnectedness of the
sectors. For example:

» the health and wealth of the region will not beatbed if the effects of
dairying or an increase in coal and dairying truckghe roads lead to tourist
perception that the region is not clean or salde(Coast already suffers in
the domestic market from misperceptions about é@ather!)

» the infrastructure to cope with the projected iaseein tourist numbers will
put serious pressure on the 13% of land that ismibie conservation estate,
and the pressure will spill over into the conseoraestate itself

* increasing activity on the part of the extractimdustries has the potential to
erode the perception of the region as a destinébioecotourists.

Ecotourism

Attitudes to the development of eco-tourism on\West Coast are inextricably linked
to the context in which it is occurring. In 1986llowing a prolonged campaign by
conservation groups to stop the logging of indigendorests, the (then) recently-
elected Labour government entered into an accotld thie regional local authority,
conservation groups and the timber industry tovakaich logging provided that the
forest areas in which it was allowed (some 10-15%he total forested area) were
managed in such a way as to allow a continuing Igupp indigenous timber in

perpetuity. The balance was placed under the nesmewgt of the Department of
Conservation, which has a duty under the Natiomak$®Act 1980 (section 4(2)) to
ensure that national parks are “....preserved aasfaiossible in their natural state.”

In 2000, in response to a campaign that had coedintine (again) recently-elected
Labour government controversially cancelled the M@Zzmst Accord, withdrew (by
31 March 2002) state-owned natural forests fromagament that included timber
production, and reclassified them for conservagiorposes. $120 million was made
available to the West Coast by way of compensat®nmillion to each of the three
local authorities immediately; the balance to asttbhat would be able to access it
following completion of a regional economic devetumt strategy.

The region's Economic Development Strategic Pld&0Z included, inter alia, an
aspiration to be recognised as a centre of exa#ldar eco-tourism, and specific
targets relating to the increase of visitor numiers'eco-experiences’. This was



included in the plan because Tai Poutini Polyteclnaid researched the feasibility of
establishing a centre for eco-tourism, which wottdordinate the development and
provide training and education. The aspiratiortha Polytechnic is that the centre
should, over time, build an international reputatio the field and it holds the view
that, in order for this to occur, the centre wile to sit within a wider environment
that is congruent with its aims.

This will require, amongst other things, coherencéhe planning and resource-use
policies of the four local authorities and the D#ypeent of Conservation. Growing

this coherence will require the support of pubkctsr leaders, both politicians and
officers.

In September 2002, | took up the position as Ptdpaector for ecotourism. In the
period between my appointment in May and actuadlying up the position, |
completed a dissertation that examined the relsiipn between ecotourism and
health improvement, and looked at the views of jgubéctor leaders on the Coast
about ecotourism. | will come back to this shartly

The position came about as a result of work - edraut, mainly by Kevin Piper, on
the Polytechnic’s commission - which researchedotitential for ecotourism training
in the region. In February 2003 the Certificaté&notourism was offered for the first
time. John Kennedy will on Friday outline the dephents in education and
training.

In the time since, considerable work has been tlmseope the potential for a Centre
of Excellence that might include — as well as etlonaand training — emphases on
research and development, marketing and accregitatand to begin the
development. This conference is one of the stepisat process.

As well, the Polytechnic last year set out to redeshe education and training needs
of the wider tourism industry on the Coast. Thestfiphase of the research is
complete. It includes a comprehensive mappinghefihdustry in a way that we
understand to be unique in New Zealand. Sandral@®hwill be reporting the results
on Friday, but | want now to draw on that resedrclrder to sketch an outline of
ecotourism businesses in the region.

On the RTO website (Tourism West Coast), there I8ebusinesses listed that
probably fit within the parameters of ecotourisnn Sandra’s survey, 17 of the
responding operators said they offered mixed saghtgy and/or nature tours,
although only 7 estimated that more that 50% oif tiheome was derived from these
activities. The Department of Conservation has tgmconcessions to 65 people or
businesses to operate within the West Coast comseyvthe sorts of activities that
might fit the parameters (how would you classifyidgl mountain biking trips, or
guided jet boat tours; or horse treks or guidedakag?). 19 of those are clearly
West Coast owned or based so it is clear that, évidiat number was in fact 50%
higher, there would still be less than half therapiens that are locally operated.

That might not matter: it is likely that in ternad the volume of business, local
operators predominate, but the literature does gmphasis on local control of



ecotourism operations as one of the key parametarpart, | believe, that is because
of issues relating to intellectual property. Ibemurism is about telling the stories of
the environment — the ecological stories, and tl@ries of exploration and
exploitation — does it matter who tells them? Ehiercertainly a strongly-made claim
by Mana Whenua in this region — Ngati Waewae andtiNgaahaki — that there are
stories of Pounamu (greenstone) that are theird;aamongst Maori more generally
there are claims to ownership of some ways of ngllthe stories of other
environments. | hope that, at this conferencefimgtime to tease out some of these
issues.

If you Google “ecotourism west coast New Zealandtloe New Zealand pages, the
first 2 (of 27,000) results are Tai Poutini Polyteic — one of which points to the
programme for this conference. The next pointduokland’s west coast. Fourth is
(at last) a West Coast operator — a lodge thatroftpiided fishing & hunting,
ecotourism experiences and nature tours. Only ather West Coast operator
features in the top 10 — a Punakaiki hotel thandsatself as an ecotourism hotel.

A conclusion is that, if you want to find ecotomisperators on the West Coast, you
have to be determined; and you have to have trespamnce to follow links. 1 think
we need to do better than that.

| indicated earlier the research | did in 2002 awdpart of setting ecotourism into its
West Coast context, I'll offer a brief overview.

At the time, there was still bitterness about #meege on the logging accord:

...you have to look at the recent history on thet\Wesst. The denial of the
Government for indigenous logging extraction frommv&nment estates has
caused a number of problems, because they keepgsdWe are going to
take your forestry away, but we are going to beedblgive you eco-tourism”.
And people didn'’t like that. So I think there isextain amount of distrust as
to what eco-tourism is

...... and they are still recovering from the fact tthet Coast thought it was on
to a winner with sustainable indigenous loggingcduld have been a world
beater. And to have it thrown in our face and thnahirty gold coins - that is
the attitude. And that’s a pretty common attittiit®ughout.

The decision to stop sustainable logging was sedsesg made on political grounds,
to appease objections from other parts of the cgunt

The West Coast is the conscience of Aucklanders....

...the public perception is that the Coast was beapged and pillaged and
therefore it had to stop...
and that now gives rise to uncertainty and nervessrabout the trustworthiness of
government promises.
That's one of the things which has made it diffitad people to want to invest
on the Coast is that so much of it is that politisdim. And people have



been reluctant to invest on the Coast because doesit know what sort of
change is around the corner.
The position of the Department of Conservation ([pa€ the ‘owner’ of most of the
West Coast’s physical resources contributes touthéertainty
...they are the major landowner; they are the ond hie access denial or
granting processes....

...when 90% of the land is locked-up, virtually faryasort of meaningful
development, that is significant.

because the process of getting consent to usedfieeState for commercial purposes
is seen as cumbersome and time-consuming,
| think the biggest hurdle is intraction within DoCThey have got a pretty
cumbersome process for dealing with consents

...... one of the biggest issues is the length of titndakes to do
anything...three years on average.

not conducive to establishing businesses,
One of the issues | guess is that you have gotetigon between the use of
the resource which DoC controls in that significamtunk, and the fact that
you have got a lot of small business operators wdrot afford to spend a lot
of time and resource getting concessions and so on

and with outcomes dependent on inflexible, natigradtablished criteria
there are restrictions in accessing land becaugy #ire governed to a certain
extent by national policies which don’t really apph a lot of cases for the
extent of estate that we have got here and thesgpasf population that we
have got. Impact could be quite minimal, but it &as to go though those
rigid tests for high-impact operations

There is a bit of that sense of, "What are theyngdb stop us from doing
next?"

A legacy of the decision to stop the logging ofigghous timber is that the discourse
around conservation issues is framed in terms xiféenist’ Greens having won the
battle of political influence at the expense of thajority of West Coast residents
who, whilst strongly conservation-minded, are ‘skles in their approach.
West Coasters are greenies but not extremists.t bfake beauty we’ve got
here is because West Coasters have looked aftéfaist other areas of New
Zealand have been clear-felled and dumped (butlettmas been a pretty
responsible attitude taken to the West Coast

| just know that as soon as you mention “Green’people on the Coast, it's
like putting a red rag to a bull

I’m not a Greenie at all. And if you speak to mé&tst Coasters - and we’'ll
all say the same thing...we're not Greenies but wetertainly
conservationists
The upshot is that there are dissonant messagesiyet. On the one hand, eco-
tourism is held out as being an important parheffuture economy, but on the other,
there is fear that the ‘Greens’ and their DoC slikell succeed in restricting the



numbers of people who are able to enjoy what thesCloas to offer, and a scepticism
about whether it will ever be possible to make sastul eco-tourism operations in
other than the ‘top end’ market
...and if (the eco-tourism opportunities) really @énere and just waiting to be
capitalised on ... you would have thought that pevanterprise would have
worked its way into those nooks and crannies. iBboasn't. And | suspect
that that suggests that it's actually quite diffi¢o do...

And | think a lot of people tick the box sayingHhihk rainforest and whales
are really good" but | don't know that they arewdty prepared to pay
someone $60 or $70 per head to take them into thatl that's the challenge
faced by the Coast.

The frustration is more keenly felt because of éhéhusiasm and pride people have
for the Coast and its natural assets.
....having grown up here, everything is just naturdlou know, it’s all taken
for granted. You drive down the road and watesfalfe coming down there
or you go down to the lakes and the fish are jug@ind...... it's just everyday
occurrence...the Heaphy Track for example — it's droenowned

...With eco-tourism | believe it is something that gan't really touch, but
you have an inner feeling for it. That's the wayduld sum it up. So that
people can come through, get that buzz, that fgeind something will stay
with them all of their life.

...compare our tourism icons on the West Coast —akcblowholes, seal
colony, Oparara arches and things — ...to Queenstowhey are all things
that you can actually visit free...
and they are keen to share this landscape withrgtmet just for the economic
benefits, but also in the belief that those what wdl be better for it and will want to
come back
The more people that go through that sort of exgrexe, hopefully, the better
they are attuned to life itself. | mean they relat if you are driving around
London or New York or some of those places it's jlus a concrete maze.
You just don't get a feeling for life, birth, deatirowth and everything else.
Coming through areas like the West Coast you autically get that very
quickly in most cases...

Although it has been imposed, the development ofigm in general — and eco-
tourism as a sub-set - is important for economawgn, but the seasonality makes it
difficult to do

Well one of the big problems with tourism, econot, is that the period is a
six-month period.

On the other hand, if it grew to levels that wogide the economic return hoped for,
the infrastructure could not cope
...some of our infrastructure just can’t cope with We can’t cope with what
we've got...



Every dollar we've got goes into core functionsnyiing pretty around the
edges doesn't get it. And a lot of that is absutritical

...one of the difficulties the West Coast faces afssowith the likes of the
Punakaiki blowholes is that we as ratepayers béar full burden of paying
for the toilets and the servicing...

Neither are the resources readily available to aweithe infrastructure
...So it's a very small population based through gy\Varge area. And the
dollars that can be generated within here to pubé¢ advertise, encourage
people to come here is minimal in the scheme png#hi ...1t's no good talking
about eco-tourism and what they can develop whey déine here. You've got
to get them here first. And we haven't got théitglfinancially to do that.

DoC'’s position as the major landowner is an issre.h
...one of the biggest problems also in terms ofdbal Icouncils is we actually
get no rates off that land.

although it is not a simple issue
when people say, “Look, we are not getting anygai# all this other land”,
there’s actually no services that the rating-basérying to provide out there.
And certainly if that land were to be rated, théine’d) be expecting (that)
the services that (they) currently provide (would provided) from that
rating-base.

Some argue that DoC could help by charging visitorsaccess to its sites, and using

the income to help with infrastructure costs,
...there is a lot of free public access around tree@lwhere you can see the
seals for free, see the rocks for free...

but doing so would require alteration to entrenchietvpoints
| think the principle of paying for access to pabland is a bit of an anathema
to New Zealand The Government have certainly never given adication
that they are prepared to tackle that. And | ththiat New Zealanders in
reality wouldn't be very keen to tackle that.

And we all visit them too. We live here. So we $&/hy should we have to
pay?" ...... It's an expectation of the rest of Newlaw®htoo, isn't it? What
they come to the West Coast to get, they get free.

In this context, the development of eco-tourismunegs a number of components,
including selling the concept to the populace
There is an internal PR exercise required where st&a would understand
that this would actually be done on their terms..ath the average Coaster
going to get out of this? And is it really goirgtie run by them or run by
DoC?
. We've got to have the local community buy intcAAnd we have got to have
everyone thinking along the same wavelength. Thheg got to know that the
best way to get dollars put back into the environime to get dollars out of
the tourists.




In summary, then public sector leaders on the Wa&sast generally expressed
enthusiasm about the possibilities for developing-®urism activities in the area;
but the enthusiasm had a desperate edge to itedsiag the economic activity was
seen as urgent, but there was a strong beliefthiest were forced to accept tourism
generally — and eco-tourism in particular — as @sd-best option after the removal
of what they saw as their successful efforts toettgy sustainable logging. They
were therefore sceptical about the willingnesshaf Government generally — and
therefore the ability of the Department of Consgorain particular — to act in such a
way as to allow ecotourism developments to ocdeurther, they felt bound by the
seasonality of the tourist trade to develop altéveasources of income as well, but
didn’t have a clear view of what these might be.

Their experience with the loss of sustainable loggif indigenous forests led them to
believe that their destiny was in fact controllgdam ‘extremist’ Green lobby, which
is able to mobilise sufficient opinion in the urbareas — predominantly Auckland —
to exert political pressure that the 31,000 peopl¢he Coast cannot match.

Proud of their environment, and keen to show ittteers, they felt that they could not
do it unaided, because just 10% of the land prevideting income for local
authorities. They were therefore struggling tovie such basic amenities as
sufficient toilets to cope with the number of t@tisi who currently visit the area, and
wondered how they would cope with an expanded soyropulation, even if they
could resource the marketing exercises neededrézinore visitors.

That was 2002. Since then there has been a signifchange in the people who
were occupying the positions — for example, athef mayors and two of the TLA
chief executives have changed. I'm not sure tf@atvs will have changed much,
though: the tensions remain. However the econismmpore buoyant, and my sense
is that the edge of desperation has receded.

Within the last two months, the West Coast Develepiirust and New Zealand
Trade & Enterprise have announced a Major Regiliizhtive which will invest $6
million in the continued development of tourismglurding the development of a
Centre of Excellence for ecotourism.

The way ahead? | think we will continue to getidreat selling the telling of the
environmental and heritage stories of this unigaggan. It is important, though, for
ecotourism operators on the West Coast to devettiaeed understanding of the
potential for collaboration in developing their duzts, becoming familiar with each
others’ products, and passing people on; and feeldping a collective voice that
enables Coasters to see the benefits of ecotourism.

And | hope that we can develop similar collabormatiath operators in other parts of
the country

The story of ecotourism in the region can takelége as a continuous narrative
alongside the heritage and environmental storigs,| @xpect that this conference
will feature as one of the important developments.



