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This paper criticallyexamines the intersection of several key factors influencing access
to nature-based resources in New Zealand’s public lands. Particular attention is
directed to three major global influences on such access: international tourism, New
Zealand’s increasedexposure to global market-drivenphilosophies, and the increasing
prominence worldwide of indigenous land-rights movements. These influences
embody important notions of property rights and rights of ownership in New Zealand.

Out of a beginning which promised a wealth of public access to natural areas has
grown a strong New Zealand outdoor tradition. Today, the terrain which fostered this
tradition is passionately contested and the sustainability of access to public lands is
threatened. In the last decade, free public access has been progressively eroded, and,
among other developments, there has been a tendency for commodification and
privatisation of public lands. These significant changes stem from a broader, ideologi-
cally driven social and economic revolution, which has taken place in New Zealand. In
parallel with this economic and social revolution, the legitimate and historically
marginalised claims of the indigenous Maori people for sovereignty over land and
resources have begun to be addressed. In an environment characterized by rapid,
radical, globally induced change, the sustainability of cultural traditions, such as
access rights to the countryside, will continue to be a source of controversy.

Introduction
Institutional, technological and socioeconomic forces operating at local to

global levels have affected recreation and tourism patterns throughout the
world. Recreation and tourism are no longer regarded as simply passive, minor
elements, rather, they are important agents of change and control of rural land-
scapes and communities (Butler et al., 1998). Tourism has been utilised by
governments, industry, regional authorities and other interests as a means of
diversifying and restructuring local economies in response to local and global
forces and, more particularly, to economic and population decline, and the need
to encourage economic diversification and employment opportunities (Pigram
& Jenkins, 1999). Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, Milne (1998) has suggested that
global–local influences on tourism are important and that tourist places must be
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viewed as sites of transactions between externally derived global influences and
the internal characteristics of place. Any tourist place can thus be viewed as a
unique intersection of constantly shifting global and local influences, the inter-
play of which creates a place identity which can be ‘either, or both, a source of
richness or a source of conflict’ (Massey, 1993: 65).

However, tourism is only one of a variety of globalising influences (e.g.
economic restructuring, media) which impact on local cultures. Tensions arise
because such influences attempt to effect rapid changes in local cultures which
are ‘not subject to revolution but to evolution, changing but slowly’ (Easton,
1999: 9). This paper explores a specific example of this more general thesis
through examining the impacts of key global factors on traditions of recreational
access to nature-based resources in New Zealand’s public lands.

Countryside Access and Accessibility
Access refers to certain rights of approach or entry and may be defined as

legally or conventionally defined rights of entry or use (Ventris, 1979). Accessi-
bility is a more complex concept, concerned with how far rights of entry or use
can be exercised, and therefore has many dimensions, including technical,
behavioural, sociocultural and economic factors. In brief, accessibility involves a
relationship between people and resources to which they wish to gain access. In
this sense, rights of access are simply one dimension of accessibility, but they are
essential if accessibility to recreational opportunities is to be afforded (Pigram &
Jenkins, 1999).

Attitudes and approaches to providing recreational access vary around the
globe because of different historical developments and legacies, physical envi-
ronments, land ownership rights and attitudes, government initiatives or lack
thereof, past and present legislative provisions and many other factors.

Research concerning recreational access and accessibility has a long history in
industrialised nations in developed countries in the northern hemisphere (e.g.
see Butler & Troughton, 1985; Butler, 1984; Centre for Leisure Research, 1986;
Conservation Council of Ontario, 1975; Cullington, 1981;Glyptis, 1991;Groome,
1993; Ironside, 1971; Middleton, 1982; Patmore, 1983; Perdue et al., 1987;
Ravenscroft, 1995; Sharpley & Sharpley, 1997;Shoard, 1996; Wall, 1989;Watkins,
1996) but has been sadly lacking in less developed countries, and in countries
such as Australia (e.g. Jenkins & Prin, 1998; see Pigram, 1981) and New Zealand
(e.g. Higham, 1996; Kearsley, 1998). As indicated previously, a wide variety of
influences affect countryside access. However, this paper will focus on the effects
of three global influences, namely international tourism, market reforms and
indigenous land-rights on traditional access provisions. These influences are
reshaping notions of property rights and rights of ownership in New Zealand.
Although these influences are pervasive in their effects on traditional rights of
access, this paper focuses upon access to public conservation lands in New
Zealand.

Setting and Context
New Zealand’s countryside has long been a place for a wide range of primary

production activities, and for the development of transportation and
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communication networks. More recently, the countryside has become an
increasingly important resource for the conservation of natural and cultural
environments (e.g. establishment of national parks and other protected areas;
Maori land-rights) and for the recreational activities of an increasing number of
domestic and especially international visitors.

In New Zealand, three major global influences are suggested to act on tradi-
tional rights of access, namely, neoliberal economic restructuring, international
tourism and the world-wide indigenous land-rights movement (see Figure 1).
While not unique, this mix is particularly important in the New Zealand context,
given the pace and profundity of the economic restructuring implemented by
successive governments since the late 1980s(Kelsey, 1999), the increasing impor-
tance of international tourism to the economy relative to other more traditional
resource-based industries (e.g. farming, forestry), and the rising prominence of
land-claim settlements by the indigenous Maori people. Economic restructuring
and tourism impact particularly on traditional access rights because they have
been influential in determining financial and structural reforms and visitor
management priorities within the conservation lands, while Maori land claims
under the Treaty of Waitangi have the potential to inhibit or enhance visitor
access to and within these same lands.

The interaction of these three influences creates a complex milieux in which
traditional access to nature in specific localities and more generally becomes a
focus of conflict among recreationists, landowners, commercial operators, local
tribal groups, government agencies and access pressure groups. In the following
sections, an overview of New Zealand perspectives on the global influences of
economic restructuring, international tourism and indigenous land rights is
developed.

Economic Restructuring
In the latter decades of the 20th century, neoliberal economic reforms affected

many OECD countries including New Zealand. The major results of these
reforms in New Zealand have been policies of deregulation, the erosion of
protectionism, the opening up of local economies to foreign investment,
privatisation and the sale of many state assets to overseas companies – all the
hallmarks of a push towards ‘smaller’ government. These developments were
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seen by free-marketeers as an inevitable and irresistible outcome of the process of
globalisation; a vision of a world in which there is ‘an increasing homogenisation
of all human societies, regardless of their historical origins or cultural heritages’
(Fukuyama, 1992:xiv). A not entirely coincidental development at this same time
was a growth in political interest in international tourism, principally because of
its foreign exchange earning capability, its perceived employment generating
potential and its ability to aid regional and economic restructuring and
development.

The major economic revolution of the 1980s transformed New Zealand from
one of the most regulated, interventionist countries in the world, to a de-regu-
lated, free-market economy (Kelsey, 1999). The ‘New Zealand Experiment’
(Kelsey, 1999:8) has had enormous effects within New Zealand society, radically
influencing the delivery of community services from health care to income
support. In addition, the ‘hands-off’ attitude of government and the penetration
of the ‘market’ into every aspect of New Zealand life has affected and is contin-
uing to affect the management of conservation resources and access to outdoor
recreational opportunities.

International Tourism in New Zealand
New Zealand is a country comprising two major and a number of smaller

islands set in a corner of the SW Pacific (Map 1). The two main islands combined
are approximately the size of the United Kingdom or the State of Colorado in the
United States, with a population similar to that of a moderate city (3.8 million).
The majority of this population lives in the North Island and is concentrated in
and around Auckland. Although most New Zealanders live in cities, there is a
strong rural and outdoor tradition, which is evident in the high participation
rates in outdoor recreation revealed in national surveys (Cloke & Perkins, 1998;
Devlin, 1976; 1995).

International tourism is New Zealand’s main source of foreign exchange
(earning an estimated $NZ 4.4 billion in 1998) and directly supports 75,000 jobs
(5% of national employment) (New Zealand Tourist Board, (NZTB), 1999). Inter-
national arrivals have shown a steady increase in recent years, with
approximately 1.8 million visitors during the year ending February 2001,up 11%
on 2000 (tourisminfo.govt.nz)

A key aspect of the NZTB’s 100% PURE marketing campaign is the promotion
of New Zealand as a ‘clean, green, natural land’ with abundant opportunities for
‘outdoor adventure activities’. Participation in outdoor adventure tourism has
shown considerable growth in recent years, but overall participation is still quite
small in relation to total tourist figures. For example, a 1993study in Queenstown
(the ‘adventure capital’ of New Zealand) indicated that only 9% of visitors to
Queenstown undertook a jetboating trip, 3% went white-water rafting, and 72%
of all visitors did not participate in any adventure activities at all. Evidence
suggests that because of high costs these activities are patronisedmostly by inter-
national visitors (Cloke & Perkins, 1998).

Visits to national parks and conservation areas (Map 1) are much more
substantial, with an estimated 25% of international visitors undertaking visits to
geothermal areas, historic sites and glow-worm caves, most of which are on
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conservation lands (Booth & Peebles, 1995). In addition, the priorities of interna-
tional tourists who visit such areas have shifted substantially, with the appeal of
guided tours decreasing and the new breed of traveller seeking a higher degree
of personal involvement in wilderness and related experiences. Greater numbers
of international, independent wilderness seekers are placing ever greater pres-
sures on New Zealand’s conservation estate (e.g. Higham, 1996;Kearsley, 1990).

The management of national parks, wilderness areas and linear routes, such as
walking tracks and public roads, is becoming more difficult as visitor numbers
grow, and as resources proportionately diminish. Arising from the growth of
overseas interest in New Zealand’s wilderness and forested areas has been
evidence of ecological impact (Kearsley & Higham, 1997), the degradation of
wilderness values (Kearsley, 1997) and increasing perceptions of crowding (Hall
& Higham, 2000; Higham, 1996; O’Neill, 1994). This leads to a paradox for
resource managers. The levying of user fees to supply funds for the management
of national parks, for instance, attracts public criticisms of elitism and inequity,
yet governments, if not withdrawing support, are certainly letting support
subside (e.g. Sharp, 1996).

Government reforms in response to the ‘New Zealand experiment’ saw the
government tourism agency redesignated as a marketing body. The loss of a
tourism planning role from this agency meant local government and the DoC
became de facto tourism-planning agencies. Higham (1996) goes so far as to state
that the Department of Conservation, the agency responsible for much of New
Zealand’s conservation estate, ‘has become an agency of New Zealand tourism.
The Department of Conservation has become responsible for the management of
an increasing proportion of inbound tourists at some point, or at numerous
points on their New Zealand itineraries’ (p. 39).

Access to natural areas for individual tourists and tourist operators alike is a
central aspect of delivering a significant proportion of the New Zealand tourism
experience. Such access is seen as desirable. However, numbers, activities and
concentration of tourists involved have the potential to compromise the
sustainability of the quality of experiences, to raise issues of carrying capacities
in specific areas, and to promote conflict between local users and international
tourists.

Indigenous Land-rights
The Treaty of Waitangi signed in 1840 between the Crown and many of the

Maori tribes is the founding document of the New Zealand nation. However, as
Kelsey (1992) noted, the existence of the Treaty has not guaranteed that Maori
self-determination (tino rangatiratanga) has been recognised or that the poten-
tial benefits have been realised by the indigenous people.

Amid widespread protest by Maori over land claims, the Labour Government
in 1984, made a commitment to address their grievances. However, by 1987,
Government inaction had resulted in major litigation over the corporatisationof
land, forests and other resources that were subject to Maori land claims (Kelsey,
1999). Since that time, the Waitangi Tribunal has been set up and several major
land claim settlements have been concluded, including the Ngai Tahu claim,
which covers much of the South Island. The Ngai Tahu claim is significant not
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only because of the size of the rohe (tribal area) but because it is comprehensive
and is seen as a blueprint for future claims.

The Ngai Tahu settlement directly impacts public conservation lands. Some
areas of traditional Maori use and significance have transferred to Ngai Tahu
ownership and control, while other conservation lands with Maori significance
have been given special recognition in their management. Ngai Tahu have also
become more closely involved in conservation estate management through seats
on Regional Conservation boards. The Conservation Act, 1987, states that it will
‘give effect to the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi’, thus requiring the DOC to
consider Maori-relation matters in their work.

Access to Nature in New Zealand
Accessibility to New Zealand’s natural environment is generally good by

international standards, providing both a large commons in the form of the
conservation lands and legislated access to rivers and lakes and across private
lands. This reflects an historically low population with a well-developed interest
and participation in outdoor nature activities, and a legislative heritage which
facilitated recreational access. This early desire to support public access to
outdoor recreation has been a persistent feature of subsequent land-manage-
ment legislation. For example, one of the requirements of the landmark Resource
Management Act (RMA), 1991,was ‘the maintenance and enhancement of public
access to and along the coastal marine area, lakes and rivers’. Similarly both the
Crown Forest Licences (1987), and the recent Crown Pastoral Land Act, 1998,
incorporate provisions for the maintenance and enhancement of public access
for recreation and tourism.

In relatively recent times, these liberal access provisions have been progres-
sively compromised, particularly through a combination of high-profile
international tourism promotion and an emphasis on market reforms by succes-
sive national governments since the mid-1980s. The net effect has been to
preference commercial interests and international tourists over individual and
domestic access to nature opportunities.

No one piece of access legislation nor over-riding common law right exists
within New Zealand. Instead, access provisions are scattered throughout a
variety of pieces of legislation. This legal complexity is reflected in a range of
mechanisms by which rights of public access are legitimated (e.g. the Conserva-
tion Act, 1987, the Queen’s Chain, Public Roads, Walkways, Crown Forest
Licences and the Crown PastoralLand Act, 1998). In the context of this paper, the
most important of these are the National Parks and Reserves (Conservation Act,
1987) and the Pastoral Leases (Crown Pastoral Land Act, 1998).

National Parks and Reserves
The role of the national park system in New Zealand is specified in the

National Parks Act, 1980:

for the purpose of preserving in perpetuity as national parks, for their
intrinsic worth and for the benefit, use and enjoyment of the public, areas of
New Zealand that contain scenery of such distinctive quality, ecological
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systems or natural features so beautiful, unique or scientifically important
that their preservation is in the national interest.

According to Section 43 of the Act, national parks are to be managed ‘in such a
manner as to secure to the public the fullest proper use and enjoyment’.

There are now 13 national parks in New Zealand, varying in size from the
22,544 ha Abel Tasman National Park to the over 1.25 millon hectare Fiordland
National Park, and including three World Heritage Areas. Combined with 19
Conservation Parks and over 3500 Reserves, these amount to more than 30% of
the New Zealand land area falling under the stewardship of the DoC. The public
have free access as of a right onto these lands insofar as such access does not
conflict with the prime mandate of ‘conservation in perpetuity’ (Conservation
Act, 1987). The Conservation Parks primarily protect forested mountain catch-
ments and afford a wider range of recreational activities than national parks,
including shooting for a variety of game.

The primary mechanisms used to control access are the allocation of access
permits (to restrict entry to significant nature or scientific areas) and hut/camp-
site booking systems with associated bylaws to restrict uncontrolled camping.
The former is based on the desire to preserve nature, the latter on managing
visitor impacts, both environmental and social. Restrictions are commonly
placed upon mechanised transport; visitors on foot experience the greatest
freedom of access to protected natural areas.

The majority of the conservation estate lies in the South Island, and much of
that estate is relatively inaccessible even to the most intrepid adventurer. Inac-
cessibility and the sense of isolation and separation from civilisation it creates are
highly valued, particularly by back-country users. These characteristics are
being compromised by the advent of modern modes of transport technology,
such as helicopters and jet boats, and by an increasing variety of commercial
tourism operations, including scenic flights (e.g. Higham, 1996; Kearsley, 1998;
Rogers, 1995).

Crown pastoral leases
The South Island high country is approximately six million hectares of land

east of the New Zealand Alps but west of the foothills. Of this land, 48% (2.5
million hectares) is held in Crown pastoral leases, which amounts to 10% of the
total land area of New Zealand. The high country is an important resource for
backpacking, mountaineering, hunting and fishing, and is increasingly a venue
for four-wheel driving, mountain biking and commercial tourism ventures (e.g.
guided fishing; hunting and safari tours) (Baker, 1997).

Considerable property rights have been granted to the lessee, including rights
under the Trespass Act, 1980. Despite this legal position, Public Access New
Zealand (PANZ) and many individual recreationists have ‘viewed the high
country … as an open access good, where public access rights have been taken for
granted for many years’ (Baker, 1997: 3). In general, the facts have been in accord
with this assumption, with relatively free access afforded to recreational users.
However, recent economic stresses on high-country farmers, combined with
increasing demand for recreational access, have resulted in some notable
stand-offs and changed attitudes among lessees.
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Access to Conservation Lands in New Zealand
The global influences described earlier have resulted in fundamental changes

to practical and perceived access to publicly owned conservation lands in New
Zealand. While the legal right of freedom of entry and access to protected natural
areas remains, albeit challenged at times, changes in the values and meanings of
land and land ownership have led to conflict surrounding access to nature in
New Zealand.

Economic restructuring
The effects of market reforms upon conservation management in New

Zealand have been felt at several levels. First, the role of government in land
management has been reassessed, a major driving factor being the imperative to
separate commercial production opportunities from public good services. Thus,
areas such as forests, previously managed in a multi-use regime, were divided
based on production versus conservation criteria. The production aspects were
privatised or given to new bodies, State-owned enterprises, where they
remained publicly owned but legally managed as private land (State Owned
Enterprises Act 1988). In this way, the conservation reforms, enacted in 1987,and
initiated under the Environment Act, 1986, and the Conservation Act, 1987,
restructured the existing government environmental agencies (for a more
detailed discussion of such reforms, see Hall & Higham, 2000; Higham, 1996).
The new Department of Conservation (DoC) took on the role of conservation
advocate and conservation lands manager and remains the largest provider of
nature recreation opportunities to international tourists and New Zealanders
alike.

The haste with which the land allocations were accomplished, the perceived
inadequacies in the public consultation and the lack of transparent criteria for the
allocation were sources of severe criticism from community groups at the time
(Kelsey, 1999). Recreation and conservation pressure groups joined together in a
rare synergy of effort to form the now-disbanded Public Lands Coalition. Subse-
quently Public Access New Zealand (PANZ) (see earlier) was formed.

Market reforms have influenced the behaviour of the DoC, with the introduc-
tion of more business-like approaches to conservation management, increased
competition for limited financial and human resources and increased commer-
cialism (Dingwall, 1994) amid 20% government funding reductions in real terms
since 1987 (Booth & Simmons, 2000; Hall & Higham, 2000). Post-1987, DoC has
been characterised by ‘business and negotiation’ practices (Booth & Simmons,
2000), which have alienated traditional recreational allies. In particular, the
Department’s new visitor asset management system takes a financial manage-
ment approach to the allocation of resources to visitor facilities. It is feared by
recreational interests that the extensive system of back-country huts and tracks,
which facilitate access into remote areas, will be pruned or allowed to deteriorate
through this asset management system. Their concerns are related to a perceived
shift in values within the DoC (away from the traditional recreational/cultural
values and towards a monetary value set) and the lack of involvement of recre-
ational interests in decision-making processes. Removal of facilities such as
bridges and huts will adversely affect access for New Zealanders, who depend
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for safety and convenience on the maintenance and provision of such
back-country facilities. These concerns about recreation on New Zealand’s
Conservation Estate have been fuelled, among other things, by (1) a 1996 restruc-
turing of the DoC, which abolished the Head Office responsible for
tourism-planning and management; and (2) the reactive and inadequate
measure of the New Zealand government providing a one-off emergency fund to
upgrade dangerous facilities after 14 people died when an inadequately
designed and constructed viewing platform at Cave Creek (Westland Conser-
vancy) collapsed (Hall & Higham, 2000).

As mentioned earlier, there is continuing pressure on agencies such as the DoC
to increase earnings from non-government sources in an environment in which
budgets have been progressively falling in real terms (Sharp, 1996). This situa-
tion arouses fear that the next stage will be the imposition of entry fees (Cullen,
1994) and a further erosion of traditional access rights.

The same ‘New Right’ ideology applied to the carve up of public lands under
public management is being implemented for publicly owned pastoral leasehold
land. This tenure review process, now underway, provides the opportunity for
the ‘last great land grab’ for conservation in New Zealand. The access implica-
tions are significant, both owing to the large area of the lands involved and to the
importance of the South Island high country for recreation and tourism.

Recreation interest groups have strongly resisted the review process, believing
that the Crown should retain rights to all the land in the public interest. PANZ
asserts that the only way to ensure ‘security (and) accountability’ (is to apply)
‘the Reserves, National parks, and Conservation Acts over natural and recre-
ational lands’ (Mason, undated B: 7). Mason argues that conflicts of interest
between private needs and community purposes are likely, that the costs of
monitoring would in fact be greater than public ownership costs due to the effect
of incompatible uses on conservation/recreation values, that public access rights
would be difficult to maintain, and that the loss of opportunity for recreation,
conservation and heritage interests could be substantial.

There are serious concerns that any land sales may result in large tracts of the
land falling into foreign ownership, where there is little adherence to the rural
traditionsof New Zealand or commitment to productive use of the land (Ainsley,
1998). This fear has been realised in one high-country property near Aoraki/Mt
Cook, where foreign ownership has led to traditional access for hunters being
abruptly denied. This dispute continues to simmer and periodically flares up
into confrontation despite several years having passed.

In summary, structural changes in the management of land in New Zealand
induced by the economic transformations of the 1980s, and continuing into the
present day, have affected or have the potential to affect traditional access rights.
Both the scale of transformation and its geographical distribution motivated
primarily by fiscal considerations, including re-allocation of resources and
emphasis on revenue generation, are changing the face of access in more than
40% of the land area of New Zealand.

International tourism
The revenue generation imperative of government suggests that parks have

become commodities, something to attract and captivate and essentially to sell to
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the overseas tourist (Roche, 1987). The ‘Great Walks’ concept of New Zealand’s
top tier of tracks illustrates this, in that, the DoC has developed a network of 12
‘Great Walks’ throughout New Zealand (e.g. Milford and Routeburn Tracks).
These are a series of well-marked, graded, multi-day trails with en-route huts
and camping places, which are heavily promoted to and patronised by interna-
tional visitors. A recent study (Cessford, 1998) indicated that a majority of
visitors (55%–76%) on almost two-thirds of the trails perceived them to be
crowded. These levels of crowding fall in the ‘high normal’ to ‘more than capac-
ity’ range on the carrying-capacity estimation scale of Shelby et al. (1989).

Further, the increased intrusion of commercial operations in areas of the South
Island have made it

impossible for a recreationalist to avoid the impact of ski planes and heli-
copters in the Tasman Valley or Fox and Franz neves. Such technology has
‘shrunk’ the size of Mt. Cook and Westland National Parks and caused
untold noise pollution. (Potton, 1999: 26)

This is only one example of the increasingly technologicaland intrusive nature of
the tourism sector, which because of high costs caters mainly for international
tourists (Cloke & Perkins, 1998), but which impacts principally on local
recreationists, who make up the majority of the back-country trampers and
climbers (for further discussions of such issues see Higham, 1996; Kearsley,
1997).

Maori land claims and the Treaty of Waitangi
Settlement of the Treaty of Waitangi claims inevitably included restoration of

land to the Maori, given that grievances rested primarily on land confiscation
that occurred 150 years earlier. As private and leasehold lands were excluded by
the Crown from being used to settle Treaty claims, this left only public lands in
pastoral leases and the conservation estate available for the settlement of land
claims.

The position of public access groups and many people in New Zealand is that
national parks belong to all New Zealanders and that the Government has a legal
obligation to protect them in perpetuity. Hence, they should not be available to
settle Treaty claims. In December 1994, this was to some extent ratified in the
Treaty Claims Settlement proposals, which stated that the public conservation
estate is held ‘by the Crown on behalf of all New Zealanders and is not readily
available to settle Treaty claims’ (Barr, 1995: 24). Different ownership and
management arrangements were agreed for individual areas ranging from free-
hold land vested in Ngai Tahu to a statutory obligation on the Crown to consult
with Ngai Tahu over management of the land.

However, the effects upon public access of settlement on Ngai Tahu of three
high-country farms have been negligible to date. Access through these stations is
significant in order to gain access to conservation lands and beyond. Indeed,
Ngai Tahu have covenanted foot access provisions on each title to provide
greater protection of access rights than previously held under private non-Maori
ownership (Ngai Tahu Negotiating Group, 1998).

Another facet of the Ngai Tahu settlement, which has added some tension to
the access debate, is the recognition of topuni (literally ‘a cloak of protection’) on
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areas of high cultural significance to Ngai Tahu. All 14 topuni areas occur on
conservation lands. While topuni status does not alter existing land tenure (e.g.
nationalpark), it ensures that Maori values will be incorporated into the manage-
ment of the land. This raises issues about ‘access for whom?’ and ‘who should
control access?’.

In April 1998, Ngai Tahu requested that mountaineers should not step on the
summit of Aoraki/Mt Cook, New Zealand’s highest mountain and one of 14
topuni areas. The Maori advisor to the DoC in Canterbury argued that ‘because
the mountain was an ancestor, and the sacred part of the body was the head, it
was tapu to stand on top of it’. This request met with a mixed reception from
mountaineers within the New Zealand community.

Sir Edmund Hillary, now in his eighties, the first person to stand on the top of
Mt. Everest and New Zealand’s best known mountaineer noted he ‘would prob-
ably ignore a Maori tapu on the summit… reaching the summit was the pinnacle
for any climber’ (The Press, 1 May 1998, p. 1). In contrast, Shaun Norman, Presi-
dent of the New Zealand Mountain Guides Association, said:

Mountaineers should have no problem with respecting the request …
standing on the summit of a mountain was only a small part of the whole
mountain climbing experience … there are many holy mountains around
the world … where local people said ‘please climb the mountain but
because our special gods … live on top, don’t stand on the top’. (The Press, 1
May 1998, p. 1)

On 2 May, 1998, Ngai Tahu leader, Charlie Crofts, said that Ngai Tahu

is not placing a tapu on the top of Mt. Cook but is asking people to respect
the summit … it had not been set as policy … we have to be realistic … We
want people to respect that mountain and all other mountains, and rivers
and the coastline. (The Press, 2 May 1998)

In the same area, Ngai Tahu opposed the applications by more than 10 commer-
cial companies seeking to move guiding concessions in the Alps from an ad hoc
status to a ten year basis. Ngai Tahu said ‘it wanted to be the arbiter on whether
concession holders are abiding by obligations to respect Ngai Tahu values and
whether they are making an excessive cultural impact’ (The Press, 12 August
1998). Ngai Tahu also wants the right to review concessions mid-term.
Braun-Elewert, one of the concession holders said ‘guides were worried about
the possible ramifications of the request… potentially whole mountain ranges or
the Tasman Glacier could become sacred and access would have to be renegoti-
ated… they were being asked to agree to a condition which was open-ended’ (The
Press, 12 August 1998). As a result, concessionaires rejected DoC offers saying
that a nebulous clause that allows a review of the concessions part way through
was unacceptable in that a legal document could not contain a clause allowing
‘the shifting of the goal posts half way through the game’ (The Press, 22
September 1998). In this same article, Braun-Elewert stated that

mountain guides had been working in the shadow of Mt. Cook for 100 years
and were tangata whenua (people of the land) in the strongest sense … I
have every respect for other people’s feelings, culture, and spirituality as
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long as this is a mutual exercise. Nothing less is acceptable … let’s find the
common ground … [which is] respect for the mountain and the mountain
environment.

These examples serve to illustrate the complexity of the ethnic, cultural and
global interplay created by contestation over access to specific places. The
competing value and interest claims vary both within and between cultures.
Centred on valued places, they are focused by the commercial interests of the
growing tourism industry. In such situations, New Zealand government agen-
cies, non-governmental organisations, Maori and the public have to struggle to
settle historical grievances in an environment where scarce resources for conser-
vation, recreation and tourism are becoming increasingly contested. These
controversies are not restricted to conservation lands but have spilled over into
contests over pastoral leases (Kerr, 1996) and other areas, such as public road
access to National Parks.

Conclusions
The founding fathers of the New Zealand nation sought to create an environ-

ment for recreational access that ‘was an expression of the egalitarian spirit of the
country’s European pioneers and a reaction against the privileged monopoly of
the wealthy and high born’ (Evening Standard, 28 July, 1997, p. 13). This spirit led
to the development of an extensive road system and other means of public access
to New Zealand’s many waterways and extensive coastline (e.g. public rights of
way and the Queen’s Chain). Tongariro, New Zealand’s first national park, was
gifted to the Crown in 1887, and was the precursor to the development of a
system of conservation lands comprising over 30% of the land area. A limited
network of Walkways has also been developed providing access through private
land, especially close to the city margins. Subsequent legislation (e.g. RMA, the
Crown PastoralLand Act, the Crown Forest Licences and the Conservation Acts)
retained, at least in part, these rights of access. However, in the last decade, there
has been a progressive erosion of free public access and an increasing application
of user pays, while access obstruction is evident among private landowners on
Crown pastoral leases and commercial forests and public lands of the Conserva-
tion Estate.

It is suggested that these changes are a symptom of a much broader ideologi-
cally driven social and economic revolution, which has taken place in New
Zealand over the last 10–15 years. These social and economic reforms have
increasingly exposed New Zealand to the global market place, bringing major
revisions in the way in which the economic and social benefits of land and
natural resources are distributed. Many key natural resources (e.g. forests and
fisheries) have now fallen into private, including overseas, ownership and an
economic rather than social agenda has dominated most government thinking
over this period (Hazledine, 1998; Kelsey, 1999). In essence, as the overall
economic wealth of New Zealanders has decreased almost without respite
(Kelsey, 1999), so also has the wealth of access rights that were gifted to the nation
at its inception.

In parallel with this economic and social revolution, the legitimate and histori-
cally marginalised claims of the indigenous Maori people for sovereignty over
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land and resources have begun to be addressed. However, the locality and status
of land available for settlement claims and divergence in the public views of
Pakeha and Maori as to cultural significance and use of natural environments, is
a continuing source of controversy.

Out of a beginning which promised a wealth of public access to natural areas
has grown a strong New Zealand outdoor tradition. Today, the terrain which
fostered this tradition is passionately contested. The New Zealand public
compete with a plethora of tourism operations for access to fishing, hunting and
the silence of the land, traditional alliances are rift apart and unlikely alliances
emerge, differing cultural interpretations vie for supremacy, and landowners
become more protective and assertive of their rights. The central question
becomes that of sustaining access to both the land itself and to quality nature
experiences in the face of increased commodification and privatisation of the
public estate induced by the pervasive influences of international tourism
promotion and continuing economic restructuring.

There is a growing sense within New Zealand that the ‘New Zealand Experi-
ment’ has failed the vast majority of New Zealanders (Easton, 1999; Hazledine,
1998; Kelsey, 1999). This public disenchantment was recognised by the various
parties in the lead-up to the 1999 General Election (Kelsey, 1999). The Labour–
Alliance coalition under Helen Clark came to power offering a less extreme
version of the market model which promised more emphasis on social and envi-
ronmental issues and a halt to de-regulation. Compensation payments to West
Coast Local Councils for the cessation of native timber harvesting, commitment
to the Biodiversity Strategy and increased funding to DoC and intervention in
the sale of fishing rights to overseas investors, all suggest some grounds for opti-
mism. However, radical change in the economic policy settings or the
commitment to globalisation are unlikely due to the exposure of the economy to
international investment and the change to a mixed member proportional repre-
sentation system (MMP) (Easton, 1999).

An enduring component of what it is to be a New Zealander is enshrined in the
historical legacy and current legislation which underpins traditional access to
the New Zealand countryside. Given this cultural context and the fact that the
forces of globalisation are unlikely to be significantly reduced, sustainability of
traditional access rights to the countryside will continue to be a source of
controversy.
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