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1. Summary 

At present the recreational use of Lake Wairarapa and surrounds include waterfowl hunting, bird 
watching and recreational fishing. There is also some camping at Lake Domain, picnicking, 
walking, trail bike riding, motorised off road vehicles (MORV’s) and windsurfing. 

Overall the use of the lake by locals and visitors is limited. The majority of visitors to the lake are 
waterfowl hunters. 

The limited use by visitors appears to be a result of: 

 a lack of awareness by the public of the lake and what you can do there 
 a lack of an obvious route to the lake with no clear signage 
 run down or lack of facilities 
 weather conditions – the lake and its surrounds are exposed to winds 

1.1 Recommendations 

The recommendations provided relate to the lake and its surrounds. For site specific 
recommendations please see the following Preliminary Landscape Plans. 

Short/medium term recommendations (1- 5 years): 

1. Carry out research at key sites into visitor numbers and recreational use to gain an 
understanding of existing visitation. 

2. Develop Lake Domain Reserve as the key entry point / node for recreation and 
interpretation activities at Lake Wairarapa. 

3. Develop Boggy Pond, Matthews Lagoon and Oporua Spillway along with Lake Wairarapa 
Scenic Reserve as nodes for passive recreation.  

4. Assess and demolish old and unsafe buildings such as the toilet block at the western end 
of Lake Domain reserve. 

5. Maintain existing tracks at nodes identified in the Preliminary Landscape Plans. In time 
upgrade these tracks to meet the Tracks and Outdoor Visitor Structures SNZ HB 
8630:2004 standard.  
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6. Mark the start and end of existing tracks with track times and distances. 

7. Investigate bridging options along the Ruamahanga River between tracks 41 and 43 to 
provide a continuous track along the river edge (see page 7 for map).  

8. Investigate and improve directional signage from towns including Featherston, Greytown 
and Martinborough. 

9. Investigate providing information boards in the local towns of Featherston, Greytown and 
Martinborough on the values of the lake, why it is special and what you can do there. 

 

 

Long term recommendations (5-10 years): 

1. Once the park has been vested and a Park Board established, involve the community in 
park development through ‘on the ground’ publicised events and a ‘vision’ setting process. 
There may be opportunities for community involvement in ecological restoration. 

2. Develop an information and interpretation plan for the lake area 

Information required includes: 

 the start and end of tracks marked, walking times, location of facilities.  
 what is special about the lake and where you might see it including flora and fauna. 

Interpretation includes: 

Telling the stories of the lake such as  

 the long Maori association with the lake 
 pioneer farming 
 the special ecology of the lake including the flora and fauna 
 integrated catchment management 
 flood control including the Polder Scheme 

 
3. Create links, where feasible between different node areas-may require access easements  

4. Investigate the need for additional facility structures such as toilets and camping buildings 
and their potential location. 

5. Investigate and upgrade other tracks around the lake to meet the Tracks and Outdoor 
Visitor Structures SNZ HB 8630:2004 standard.  

Existing wharf at Lake Domain in 
disrepair
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2. Context 

2.1 Introduction 

Lake Wairarapa and its associated wetlands is one of the largest wetland complexes in the North 
Island and is internationally recognised for its flora and fauna. It is also used for a limited range of 
recreation activities. The lake is generally little known or visited by locals and other visitors despite 
its size (approximately 7800 hectares) and its proximity to Wellington. 

The Department of Conservation (DOC) with Greater Wellington Regional Council (GW) are 
working together on the future management and development of Lake Wairarapa as a Wetland 
Park. As part of this vision an assessment of the current uses and future opportunities for 
recreation are being planned for. 

DOC and GW would like to begin a joint management arrangement under the governance of a 
single entity most likely to be a Park Board. The Board, yet to be established, would be made up 
of representatives from Iwi, Department of Conservation and Greater Wellington. The land would 
then be vested with the Board, with the majority of funding provided by Greater Wellington 
Regional Council. 

The following report is presented with a summary of short/medium term actions and long term 
recommendations and then a series of maps and plans from a regional perspective, down to the 
concept landscape plans for individual nodes. A summary analysis has been provided at the back 
of this document from the Lake Wairarapa Action Plan 2000-2010 of the values and issues facing 
the lake. 

 

2.2 Aim 

The aim of this scoping report is to provide a preliminary assessment of the existing and potential 
recreational opportunities for the proposed wetland park. The report will look at existing 
recreational facilities and users of the lake including casual visitors, clubs and sporting 
organisations and include potential links between recreational areas surrounding the lake and the 
development of key nodes including new facilities, walkways and structures. 

This report will make up part of the picture when forming an overall vision for the lake. A 
Restoration Strategy and Implementation Plan for indigenous vegetation plant species of the 
Eastern Shoreline is currently being written in tandem with this report. 

The overall vision for the lake should be developed in close consultation with the community and 
reflect the other important values and issues including the unique ecology, flora and fauna, 
restoration opportunities, heritage and tangata whenua. 

2.3 Scope 

The scope of this report includes: 

 reference to the ‘Active Wairarapa’ publication in terms of recreation goals. 

 consideration of issues raised in the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands Action  
Plan 2000 – 2010, pages 38 & 39. 

 An assessment of ‘Goal 3: ‘To allow for recreational use of the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands 
whilst ensuring the protection of ecological, cultural and historic values’ of the Lake 
Wairarapa Wetlands Action Plan 2000 – 2010, page 32 ff. for implementation options. 

 a focus on key sites for short term development such as Lake Domain, Boggy Pond and 
Lakeshore Reserve, and links between sites for long term planning and landscape 
development. 

 a description of current recreational activities around the lake and planning for these and 
any potential new recreational activities. 

 Concept ideas for priority sites, showing signage, walking tracks and location of structures.  
 recommendations for track standards etc, so that any eventual linking of nodes provides a 

consistent standard of facilities.  
 linkages with other nearby recreation sites (e.g. Cross Creek/Rimutaka Incline, round-the-

lake biking opportunities). 

Not included: 

 As this is a scoping report prior to the establishment of a ‘wetland park’ a wide community 
consultation has not been completed. A meaningful consultation process would be more 
appropriately timed once the Park Board has been established and the Park vested. 

 The plan does not include detailed drawings including planting plans, design drawings 
and/or structure scope. 

2.4 Existing Strategies and Plans 

2.4.1 Department of Conservation  

The Department of Conservation’s Conservation Management Strategy (CMS) for Wellington 
1996–2005 identified the need to prepare a “site plan” for the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands. The 
“Lake Wairarapa Wetlands Management Guidelines 1991” and the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands 
Action Plan 2000 – 2010 (both non-statutory documents) provide a framework and guiding 
principles for overall management of the wetlands. 

 The Lake Wairarapa Wetlands is identified in the Wellington Conservation Management Strategy 
as a special wildlife habitat, and as a key recreation and tourist attraction 

2.4.2 Greater Wellington  

Long Term Council Community Plan 

The proposed joint management of Lake Wairarapa is signalled as a goal in the Long Term 
Council Community Plan 2006-2016. 

Wetland Action Plan 2003 

Greater Wellington’s Wetland Action Plan, 2003 sets out the Council’s responsibility for protecting 
wetland systems. Section 4.4 states the need for the Council to work with other agencies and Iwi 
to improve Lake Wairarapa and outlines actions that can be taken to do this. 
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2.4.3 Other plans 

Action Wairarapa (Wairarapa Physical Activity Plan 2005 - 2008) 

Masterton, Carterton and South Wairarapa District Councils and Sport Wairarapa initiated the 
development of a regional physical activity plan, supported by funding from SPARC, the Sport and 
Recreation Agency of New Zealand. The purpose of the plan is to develop strategies to increase 
the level of physical activity in the Wairarapa.  

2.5 Contributions 

Greater Wellington and the Department of Conservation are working jointly to develop this 
background report on recreation opportunities for the lake. 

Contributions have been made by Department of Conservation staff, Greater Wellington staff, 
Featherston Family 4x4 and Yacht Club, South Wairarapa District Council, Fish & Game, Lake 
Wairarapa Coordinating Committee, and the Wairarapa Rural Education Activities Programme. 

2.5.1 Lake Wairarapa Coordinating Committee – Initial Survey 

The Lake Wairarapa Coordinating Committee was set up in 1990 and includes a range of interest 
groups, landowners and agencies. The purpose of the committee is to help achieve integrated 
management and to enable a forum for any new issues that have arisen to be discussed. A two 
page questionnaire was sent to 21 members of the Lake Wairarapa Coordinating Committee to 
seek out their initial views. Five were returned with the following summarised responses - see 
appendix for full questions and responses. 

1. What do you value about the lake? 

 The majority enjoyed the opportunity to watch and study birdlife in the peaceful 
surrounds of the wetlands. 

 Grazing was listed by one of the respondents. 
 It was also noted that there’s a lot of untapped resources around the lake. 

2. What activities do you or others do on or around the lake? 

 The main activity is bird watching, followed by water sports, fishing and hunting. 

3. Where are the main places you recreate or see recreation taking place? 

 Predominantly mentioned were Lake Domain, Lakeshore Reserve, Lake Onoke and 
Boggy Pond. 

4. What opportunities do you see for any new recreational activities occurring on or around the 
lake? 

 Improvement of existing tracks and development of new tracks and boardwalks with 
bird hides. 

 New and more signage (information and interpretation). 
 Better developed camping at Lake Domain. 

 Tours and information relating to the history and people of the lake (for example the 
drainage scheme).  

 Native planting programmes. 
 Upgrade and fix the boat ramp at Lake Domain/Yachting Club. 
 One of the respondents couldn’t see any development potential due to the wild 

weather. 

5. How do you see the lake in 20 years time? 

 Development and provision of a wide range of marked and signposted walking and 
cycling tracks around the lake, that include interpretation panels, viewing platforms and 
hides with a focus on birdwatching.  

 An education centre and camping at Lake Domain – better developed and promoted. 
 A range of picnic spots on all key sites. 
 Native planting projects around the lake.  
 Potential RAMSAR site that includes all of the wetlands to create an ecological tourist 

attraction. 
 Hunting only to be allowed in areas managed by Fish & Game. 

Overall the majority of respondents were in favour of recreational development around the lake at 
key sites, but we note the low number of responses received. 

                                                       

 

Oporua Spillway 
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3. Current Situation 

3.1 Site context 

Lake Wairapapa and its associated wetlands is located at the southern end of the Wairarapa plains 
between the Rimutaka Range to the west and the Aorangi Range to the east. Both ranges are 
managed by the Department of Conservation as forest parks. 

At present the lake is managed by the Department of Conservation under the Conservation Act 
1987. The land surrounding it is a mix of farmland and reserves. Much of the farmland is owned 
privately, while some reserves are held by the Crown under the Reserves Act 1977 and other 
agencies including South Wairarapa District Council, Greater Wellington and Fish and Game 
Council. 

Wairarapa’s population at the 1996 census was 38,511 of which 28,275 people live in urban areas 
of Masterton, Carterton, Greytown, Martinborough and Featherston. 

The closest towns to the lake are Featherston and Martinborough. Featherston (pop. 2500) at the 
bottom of the Rimutaka Range on SH2, is approximately a 10 minute drive from Lake Domain 
Reserve along sealed roads. Martinborough (pop.1600) has access to the lake from Boggy Pond/ 
Matthews Lagoon and Lake Domain Reserve. 

The small coastal settlement of Lake Ferry is located on the edge of Lake Onoke (Lake Ferry). 

3.2 Regional Recreation Context  

Camping  
Camping is available in DOC reserves on the edge of the Tararua Range at Waiohine Gorge, Mount 
Holdsworth and Kiriwhakapapa road ends, and on the south coast at the Putangirua Pinnacles 
camp site. Serviced campgrounds are located at Featherston, Greytown, Martinborough and 
Masterton. 

Tramping and hunting  
Tramping and hunting are popular recreational activities in the Tararua, Rimutaka and Aorangi 
Forest Parks. 

Walking 
Short walks available on Department of Conservation managed reserves include:  

 Rimutaka Incline off the Western Lake Road 

 Carter Scenic Reserve, 12 km south-east of Carterton  

 RW  Tait Scenic Reserve on the outskirts of Greytown 

 WA Miller Scenic Reserve north of Mt Bruce at Kaipororo. 

 Walks along the rugged coastline at Castlepoint Scenic Reserve 

 Honeycomb Rock Walkway on the Wairarapa Coast.  

Other walks not managed by DOC include walking along the rugged coast of Ocean Beach and 
around Lake Henley in Masterton. 

 
Other activities in the Wairarapa region include: 
 Mountain biking the Rimutaka Incline , golf, horse treks, hunting 

 Winery tours, wine & food festivals, markets, art & craft galleries, museums/archives and 
garden tours. 

 Greytown, Carterton, Masterton with shops, restaurants, arts & crafts.  

 Ngawi fishing village  

 Maori culture 

 History, geology and wildlife watching (seals) at Cape Palliser. 

 Environmental education at Pukaha Mt Bruce National Wildlife Centre in northern Wairarapa. 

 4-wheel driving, abseiling, bird watching, diving, farm tours, fishing, four wheeler safaris 
(farm bikes) 

 Jet boating, rafting and canoeing, sailing, surfing, wind surfing and waterskiing 

 Hang gliding and parapenting 
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4. Plans 

Existing recreation activities 

Potential future short term actions and long term recommendations 

Lake Domain Reserve – West, Preliminary Landscape Concept 

Lake Domain Reserve – East, Preliminary Landscape Concept 

Boggy Pond/Matthews Lagoon and Oporua Spillway, Preliminary Landscape Concept 

Values – a desktop exercise using the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands Action Plan 2000 – 2010 

Issues – a desktop exercise using the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands Action Plan 2000 – 2010 
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Appendices 

5.1 Appendix A 

5.1.1 Lake Wairarapa Wetlands – current tenure  

The map below shows the current land tenure, from the Lake Wairarapa Wetlands Action Plan, 
(Airey et al. 2000)  

Lands administered by the Department of Conservation 

Matthews and Boggy Pond, Allsops Bay, the Ruamahanga Cutoff and some former esplanade 
reserves are “Government Purpose: Wildlife Management Reserves” and are managed for wildlife. 
The Department also administers the Wairarapa Lakeshore Scenic Reserve on the western shore 
of Lake Wairarapa under the Reserves Act 1976. This scenic reserve is managed to protect and 
preserve its qualities of scenic interest and beauty for the benefit, use and enjoyment of the public.  

Lands administered by the South Wairarapa District Council 

The South Wairarapa District Council (SWDC) administers the Lake Domain Recreation Reserve at 
the north end of the lake. Under the Reserves Act the SWDC has responsibility for preparing a 
management plan for the Lake Domain Recreation Reserve. 

Lands administered by the Greater Wellington Regional Council 

The Wellington Regional Council (WRC) owns the area known as the Oporua Floodway. This land 
was acquired by the Wairarapa Catchment Board in 1978 for soil conservation and river control 
purposes. It also has a River Protection and Improvements Reserve known as Turanganui delta on 
the north eastern side of Lake Onoke. 

Lands administered by the Wellington Fish and Game Council 

The Fish and Game Council own land at the northern end of the lake known as Simmonds Lagoon, 
adjacent to the Lake Domain Recreation Reserve. 

Private lands 

The Pearce Wetlands at the eastern lakeshore north of Oporua Floodway is a link between DOC’s 
Boggy Pond/Matthews Lagoon Reserve and the J. K. Donald block. Ducks Unlimited, its previous 
owners, registered a QEII Open Space covenant on its title which is binding on all future owners of 
the land. A management plan has been prepared for the wetlands. 

A QEII Open Space covenant has been obtained for Tairoa Wetlands, also on the eastern shore 
and south of Simmonds Lagoon. A management plan has been prepared for the area. 
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5.2 Appendix B 

5.2.1 Lake Wairarapa Coordinating Committee - Survey Results 

1. What do you value about the lake? 

a. Good grazing 
b. Opportunities for bird watching and study of wetland dynamics. 
c. The wetlands and the birdlife which live there. The peace and quiet and the diversity 

of the landscape. 
d. Sense of solitude in many areas, serenity, opportunities to observe bird life, trout 

fishing. 
e. I find the lake has a lot of untapped resources around it. 

2. What activities do you or others do on or around the lake? 

a. Water sports, duck shooting, fishing 
b. Bird watching 
c. Look and study birds. 
d. Sailboarding, fishing, yachting, bird watching, floundering, some jet boating, camping, 

picnics in Bush Reserve along Western Lake Rd. Trail biking, gamebird shooting – not 
in favour of theses activities. 

e. Duck shooting, farm work, work in the JK Donald Reserve, look after Lake Domain 
Reserve for SWDC. 

3. Where are the main places you recreate or see recreation taking place? 

a. Lake Reserve 
b. Lake Domain at the Tauherenikau delta at the end of the Opurua Floodway, the 

stopbank on the north bank of Lake Onoke and Onoke spit. 
c. Boggy Pond, Lake Domain, Lake Onoke, Pounui Wetlands. We band Caspian Terns 

on Onoke Spit. 
d. Predominantly Lake Domain, simply because it is the most accessible part of the 

Lake. 
e. Lake Domain Reserve, Boat Club, Tauherenikau River mouth, Western Lake Scenic 

Reserve, JK Donald Reserve, Boggy Pond, Matthews Lagoon, Ruamahanga River. 

4. What opportunities do you see for any new recreational activities occurring on or around the 
lake? 

a. Not a lot, wild weather puts a stop to most activities. 

b. Tours that relate to the history of the lake and its people and at the same time an 
account of the Lower Valley drainage scheme that had such an effect on the lake and 
surrounding land. 

c. With better tracks and signage pointing out highlights, people could walk and bike 
around the lakes and wetlands, enjoying the wildlife and scenery. 

d. Lake Domain offers a tremendous opportunity for development similar to Pauatahanui 
Inlet, with walkways and hides. A properly planned and run camping area would be a 
bonus. 

e. Boardwalks, day trips, fixing boat jetty, planting of native blocks instead of grass, 
encourage recreational activities 

5. How do you see the lake in 20 years time? 

a. The same as the last 20 years. 
b. I would like to see clearly identified access points and marked routes that lead to a 

viewing platform or hide. The hides would contain a series of photographs that help 
people to identify the various birds – also they would have information about migratory 
birds that use the area. 

c. A RAMSAR on Lake Wairarapa wetlands, including Lake Onoke, Onoke Spit and 
Pounui Wetlands. An education centre with a café at the Domain with facilities for 
caravan park and camping. Walk and bike trails around the lake and picnic spots for 
people to be able to see the highlights around Lake Wairarapa and Lake Onoke. This 
would be a great ecological tourist attraction for the region with Karori Sanctuary, 
Southern Coast Marine Reserve, Matiu/Somes Island, Pukaha/Mt Bruce, Foxton 
Ramsar site and Kapiti Island. 

d. Much better cared for than now! Native trees planted on lake perimeter where public 
has access and possibly also on western side of lake. Efforts made to prevent dead 
stock either dying or being thrown into the stream at Lake Domain. Shooting 
prohibited in all parts except those run by Fish & Game. Lake Domain in particular to 
be developed and promoted to the public. 

e. As an untapped resource I see it as a huge tourist attraction for the whole district. 

 

    


