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PEER REVIEW OF A REPORT ON PART OF SNA163 WITHIN 

PUKEROA LAKEFRONT HOLDINGS LAND IN ROTORUA CITY 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Rotorua District Council require a peer review of a report (Dean 2015) prepared for Pukeroa 

Lakefront Holdings on Significant Natural Area (SNA) 163, located in Hinemaru Street, 

Rotorua City.  They also requested an opinion on whether the findings are appropriate and, if 

not, a brief statement as to why that is the case. 

 

This report provides comments on Dean (2015), along with a brief overview of the ecological 

context of the site. 

 

ECOLOGIAL CONTEXT 
 

SNA163 “Old Government Gardens” is a site comprising geothermal habitat and is in the 

Rotorua Geothermal Field in the Rotorua Lakes Ecological District, which is within the 

Taupo Volcanic Zone. 

 

Currently there is only c.1,150 ha of geothermal vegetation left in New Zealand, a loss of 15-

30% of geothermal habitat as a result of human impacts, regardless of any natural events.  Of 

this c.1,150 ha, approximately 285 ha occurs in the Rotorua Lakes Ecological District, and it 

is likely that the loss of geothermal vegetation and habitats from the Rotorua Geothermal 

Field was much higher (even greater than 30%) as there has been considerable development 

within the Rotorua Geothermal Field, including, for example, the development of Rotorua 

City, housing at Ōhinemutu and Whakarewarewa, development at Kuirau Park, the 

Government Gardens, the Racecourse, and between the Racecourse and Sulphur Bay. 

 

COMMENTS ON DEAN 2015 

 

Comments are provided below on various parts of the report.  Each comment is numbered 

and is marked on a pdf copy of the Dean report attached to this document (see Attachment 1). 

 

1. Page 2:  Agree.  There may be areas outside of SNAs that are ecologically significant 

(note the SNAs identified in 2009 were identified as a desktop exercise, based on 

earlier studies). 

 

2. Page 3: “Area B at the northern end of the larger SNA block has been completely 

cleared since the original survey was carried out (Photos 5-7).  This area now 

comprises bare pumice and soil with mown lawn in the northern part and some 

regenerating geothermal kānuka seedlings scattered amongst a turf of narrow-leaved 

carpet grass (Axonopus fissifolius) in one area (Photo 7).” 

 

 Comment 

 

Area B has an area of 0.16 ha.  In 2009 this area comprised three vegetation types: 

 

 Eucalyptus/kānuka (including kānuka and geothermal kānuka) forest 

 (Silver birch)/mānuka/Cyperus ustulatus-Hypolepis distans shrubland 
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 Bare ground and soils that have been geothermally-influenced, with some sinter. 

 

The 2012 aerial photograph shows that this area was still vegetated at that time.  Note 

that the Proposed District Plan maps showing the boundaries of the SNAs were 

released on the 31 October 2012. 

 

Evaluation of the 2013 Google aerial image shows that whilst much of the vegetation 

present in Area B had been cleared by 2013, part of Area B was still vegetated in 

2013, although this may have been cleared subsequently. 

 

It appears, therefore, that this area (i.e. the cleared portion of Area B) has been 

cleared, presumably by the landowner, subsequent to the SNA being identified in 

2009. 

 

3. Page 3:  It is stated that both areas occur on “geothermally influenced soils”. It is not 

stated, however, whether this is hydrothermally-altered soils or sinter, or both. 

 

4.   Page 4:  Figure 1. Evaluation of the 2013 Google aerial image shows that whilst much 

of the vegetation present in Area B has been cleared, part of Area B was still 

vegetated in 2013, although this may have been cleared subsequently. 

 

5. Page 5:  “Photo 3:  Leucopogon fasciculatus below a kānuka canopy in Area A.” 

 

Comment   

 

Dean (2015) states, in the text on Page 2 (Section 3, Paragraph 2), that this vegetation 

is “geothermal-influenced scrub dominated by geothermal kānuka (Kunzea 

tenuicaulis) with kānuka (K. robusta and/or K. robusta  tenuicaulis hybrids)”.  The 

caption on the photograph should refer to geothermal kānuka (Kunzea tenuicaulis), as 

per the text.  Geothermal kānuka is classified as At Risk-Naturally Uncommon. 
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6. Page 6, Photo 5:   

 

Comment 

 

This photograph shows vegetation in the part of the SNA identified as Area B by 

Dean (2015) that is proposed for removal (by Dean)from the SNA (marked as X), 

however the composition of the vegetation within this area is not described. 

 

 
 

 

7. Page 7, Photo 6:   

 

Comment 

 

This photograph also shows vegetation in Area B (marked as X). The composition of 

this vegetation is not identified in the caption, or in the text on Page 3 which describes 

the vegetation present within Area B. 

 

 

X 

X 
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8. Page 7:  “Photo 7:  Narrow-leaved carpet grass and regenerating kānuka in Area B.” 

 

Comment 

 

Dean (2015) states in the text on Page 3 (Section 3, Paragraph at top of Page 3) that 

this vegetation is “some regenerating geothermal kānuka seedlings”.  The photograph 

caption should refer to geothermal kānuka (Kunzea tenuicaulis), as per the text.  

Geothermal kānuka is classified as At Risk-Naturally Uncommon
1
. 

 

9. Page 8:  “The site was assessed”.   

 

Comment 

 

It is not clear what is meant by this statement.  The entire site (SNA163) has not been 

assessed against any criteria; only Area A, which is a very small part of the site. 

 

10. Page 8, first sentence:   

 

Comment 

 

Overall, this sentence does not make sense.  Is this a typographical error?  Perhaps 

this word “sites” was meant to read “sits”. 

 

11. Page 8:  “The criteria sets in the operative RPS, unlike the previous version, are not 

designed to identify significant sites from the triggering of a single criterion.  Instead, 

the criteria are to be used as a guide in reaching an overall decision on significance.” 

 

Comment 

 

This statement is Dean’s (2015) interpretation of the wording in the RPS Appendix F 

Set 7 which actually states:  “The criteria in each of the criteria sets below are not 

tests or standards which, if any one or more are met, will necessarily result in a 

conclusion that the place, feature or landscape (as the case may be) is significant or a 

matter of national importance.  Instead the criteria are factors to be considered and 

evaluated in order to reach an overall judgment”, not that “the criteria are to be used 

as a guide in reaching an overall decision on significance”, as Dean (2015) claims.  

There is no guidance provided in the criteria set as to whether a site could be 

considered significant if only one criterion was to be triggered.   

 

In addition, the statement from the RPS quoted in full by Dean (2015) is specific to 

Set 7 - Geothermal Features, and does not apply to other criteria sets in Appendix 7 of 

the RPS.  For example, it is not relevant to Set 3 - Indigenous Vegetation and Habitats 

of Indigenous Fauna. 

 

                                                 
1
  de Lange P.J., Rolfe J.R., Champion P.D., Courtney S.P., Heenan P.B., Barkla J.W., Cameron E.K., 

Norton D.A., and Hitchmough R.A.  2013: Conservation status of New Zealand vascular plants, 2012. New 

Zealand threat classification series. Department of Conservation, Wellington. 
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12. Page 8:  “The assessment of Area A against Criteria Set 7 is detailed in Table 1.”  

 

Comments 

 

Only Area A was assessed against the RPS geothermal criteria set (Appendix F Set 7).  

Area B was not assessed.   

 

Area A is part of SNA163 and it should have been assessed as part of this larger site, 

rather than in isolation.  For example Criteria 7.12-7.21 all refer to “on a geothermal 

area”.  “The extent to which indigenous vegetation or habitat of indigenous fauna on a 

geothermal area …”.  This strongly implies that the “whole geothermal area” should 

be assessed against the criteria at one time, rather than just a small part of a 

geothermal area in isolation. 

 

13. Page 8:  “Table 1: Ecological Significance Assessment” 

 

Assessment of Criterion 7.16 (Page 9):  Assessed as “Low”.   

 

Comment  

 

It is correct that the site has been modified, but most remaining geothermal sites in 

Rotorua have been modified.  Also, some of the trees present are relatively old, for 

example vegetation has been present on this site for at least 50 years.  Therefore the 

site is still functioning and would probably warrant a “Moderate” ranking. 

 

Assessment of Criterion 7.21 (Page 10):  Assessed as “Low”. 

 

Comment 

 

Very few exotic species were noted during the survey.  The vegetation has been 

present for at least a considerable length of time and is one of the last remaining 

examples of what was once a much larger area of geothermal vegetation.  Would 

probably warrant a “Moderate” ranking. 

 

14.  Page 10: 

 

Comment  

 

Area A warrants a moderate rating for at least four criteria and also contains a mature 

stand of an At Risk species.  The part of Area A where this stand occurs is significant 

in terms of Section 6(c).  See further comments below. 

 

15. Page 10: “Area B has been completely cleared and, although there is a small amount 

of kānuka regeneration occurring, this area is also not significant and should be 

excluded from the SNA.” 

 

 Comments 

 

Earlier in the report Dean (2015) (Page 3) notes that the seedling kānuka occurring in 

this area is geothermal kānuka, which is classified as At Risk-Naturally Uncommon. 
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Area B is also part of the larger adjacent area and should have been assessed against 

the criteria (in a similar fashion as undertaken for Area A) to determine whether it is 

significant or not. 

 

16. Page 10:  “An alternative boundary which excludes this area is included in Figure 1.” 

 

 Comment   

 

We overlaid the boundary B given in Figure 1 of the Dean (2015) report on the 2013 

Google aerial image, and it appears that some of the area included in Area B still had 

a cover of woody vegetation (i.e. geothermal kānuka and/or kānuka) in 2013, 

although it may have been cleared subsequently.  In addition, some of the bare ground 

may be sinter. 

 

ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE OF AREAS A AND B 
 

In light of information presented in Dean (2015) and my comments above, assessments are 

provided below for Areas A and B, followed by closing comments. 

 

Area A 

 

Area A comprises c.0.06 ha of geothermal vegetation with very few exotic species present, 

and an area of bare ground (c.0.03 ha).  The area dominated by bare ground (c.0.03 ha) is not 

significant and could be removed from the SNA.   

 

The area comprising geothermal vegetation is dominated by a species classified as At Risk-

Naturally Uncommon.  Geothermal vegetation and habitats in the Taupo Volcanic Zone have 

been greatly reduced in extent since human colonisation, particularly the geothermal 

vegetation and habitats in the Rotorua Geothermal Field and the Rotorua Lakes Ecological 

District.  Although very small, Area A is near a larger area of indigenous geothermal 

vegetation and has remained in the landscape for many years, despite ongoing disturbance in 

the adjacent area.  It is a remnant of a much larger area of geothermal vegetation.   

 

Assessment of its significance should be done in conjunction with the other parts of SNA163.  

However, if it were to be assessed individually then it would still score several moderate 

rankings and should be considered to be significant.  

 

Area B 

 

Area B is contiguous with the largest part of SNA163 (shown in Figure 1 in the Dean report). 

Evaluation of its significance should be undertaken as part of this larger area. 

 

Most of Area B has been cleared of vegetation and is therefore not significant.  The parts of 

Area B that have been cleared of vegetation and are currently unvegetated or dominated by 

exotic grass species, and are not geothermal sinter, are not significant and could be removed 

from the SNA. 

 

The area of vegetation that remains along the eastern boundary of Area B (as per the 2013 

Google aerial image) should be retained as part of the SNA along with any areas of sinter, 
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and possibly the areas of regenerating geothermal kānuka that are contiguous with the larger 

SNA area.  A field inspection would be required to identify areas of sinter and to determine 

the SNA boundary. 

 

A suggested revised boundary for SNA163 is attached (Attachment 2), but it should be noted 

that this has been provided without undertaking a field inspection. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The assessment provided by Dean (2015) is problematical in that it is based on ‘carving up’ 

of the SNA into small pieces, based on property boundaries, and then evaluation of these 

small bits in isolation from the larger remnant SNA.  Some of the rankings applied by Dean 

(2015) are, in light of the national rarity of geothermal habitats and species, overly 

conservative. 

 

Nevertheless, it would be appropriate to exclude some areas from the SNA, as indicated in 

this report.  A field inspection is required to confirm site boundaries. 
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