
 

 

 

 

SUBMISSION ON THE PRIMARY SECTOR DISCUSSION DOCUMENT – PROPOSED 

CHANGES TO THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS FOR COMMERCIAL 

FORESTRY 

Introduction 

 

1. Aratu Forests Limited (previously Hikurangi Forest Farms) ("Aratu") is a high-quality forestry 

estate and asset management business based in Gisborne / Tairāwhiti.  Aratu is committed to 

ensuring social, cultural, environmental and economic practices deliver long-term, sustainable 

outcomes.   

2. Aratu is one of the largest forestry estates in Tairāwhiti of New Zealand's North Island and is 

a significant contributor to the regional economy.  We manage around 35,000 hectares of 

freehold, forest rights and leasehold land.  We manage around 27,000 hectares of radiata pine 

plantation on 35,000 hectares 

3. Aratu welcomes the opportunity to submit on the proposed amendments to the National 

Environmental Standards for Commercial Forestry ("NES-CF") by the Primary Sector 

Discussion Document.  We have reviewed the submissions prepared by the Forest Owners 

Association and New Forests and endorse the comments and amendments sought in those 

submissions. 

4. Aratu regularly engages in consenting and planning processes across the country and relies 

on robust planning provisions to enable the safe and efficient management of our plantation 

and native forest assets.   

5. Aratu supports the overall intent of the proposed amendments to the NES-CF to restore 

confidence and certainty in forestry, encourage investment in productive forestry, support 

increased forestry exports and economic growth, support growing the forestry supply chain 

and support land-use resilience.  However, Aratu considers further refinements and updates 

to the NES-CF are necessary to make the regulations more workable for the forestry sector.  

6. The amendments sought by Aratu are set out in Attachment A to this submission. 

The importance of a consistent national baseline 

7. Regulation 6(1) of the NES-CF currently empowers councils to apply more stringent rules for 

commercial forestry activities if that rule gives effect to the National Policy Statement for 

Freshwater Management and policies 11, 13, 15 and 22 of the New Zealand Coastal Policy 

Statement 2010.   

8. The Government is proposing to amend regulation 6(1)(a) to limit the circumstances in which 

councils can impose more stringent rules to situations where that is required to manage the 
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risk of severe erosion, and to repeal regulation 6(4A) which provides councils a broad 

discretion to have more stringent rules regarding aspects of afforestation. 

9. Aratu supports the proposed amendments to regulations 6(1)(a) and 6(4A) that intend to 

provide a more consistent national baseline.  Local variation in forestry rules reduces 

certainty and consistency for the sector.  Under the current system, each council can take a 

different approach to the regulation of forestry (with some councils being more restrictive 

than others).  The complexities and uncertainties involved in navigating these systems 

directly impact decisions to invest in New Zealand and its forestry sector (due to associated 

compliance costs).  For example: 

(a) Resource consent is required in the Gisborne region when harvesting trees on 

ESC green, yellow and orange zone land when hauler extraction results in the 

contact with the bed of a river. NES-CF permitted activity status has provision for 

contact with the bed of rivers which are <3m in width.   

(b) Resource consent required in the Gisborne region when installing and maintaining 

river crossings in catchments >100ha. 

10. Aratu suggests that Councils should be required to retrospectively bring existing Plan rules 

and definitions developed via the stringency provisions of the NPS-FW in line with the 

amended NES-CF to provide greater national consistency and forest sector confidence.  

11. Aratu also supports the introduction of Ministerial oversight in terms of the application and 

interpretation of regulation 6.  The introduction of this new power would provide assurance to 

the sector of recourse in the event a council does not apply the regulations as intended. 

Erosion 

12. Many of the production forests in New Zealand were established on areas that were 

marginal for pastoral farming, due to either erosion or nutrient issues.  Commercial forestry 

was used as a solution to eroding farmland, meaning that significant areas of commercial 

forest are located on erosion prone land.  

13. Most (if not all) of the recent concerns relating to commercial forest impacts on waterways 

relate to forestry located on erosion prone land and subsequent impacts of severe weather 

events on these forests during harvest.  Aratu considers it to be more sensible to confine the 

circumstances in which more stringent rules can be applied to the specific issue being 

addressed.  Specifically: 

(a) In the regions that have experienced issues with erosion and slash during severe 

weather events (like Gisborne, Hawkes Bay and Tasman for example), councils 

have already exercised the right under regulation 6 to apply greater stringency.   

(b) Regarding areas with relatively low erodibility, such as the Central North Island and 

large parts of the South Island, Aratu is not aware of any significant risks to water 

quality from plantation forestry that cannot already be managed under the NES-CF.  

Many of the councils in these lower erosion risk areas have continued to operate 

under the NES-CF without requiring the application of stringent rules to be applied.  

As such, Aratu questions the justification for greater stringency in low erosion risk 

areas.   

14. For these reasons, Aratu generally supports the Government's proposed amendments to the 

NES-CF to limit the circumstances in which councils can apply more stringent criteria.  
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However, Aratu considers further refinement is needed to make the new regulations more 

consistent and workable, including the following: 

(a) Clarification of key terms:  Several key terms are undefined, making the 

regulation potentially unclear in its application.  An example is the concept of 

"severe erosion".  A clear and consistent definition for "severe erosion" and 

sufficient guidance as to its interpretation is required to provide more clarity and 

certainty to both local authorities and to the forestry sector about how the new 

regulations are intended to be applied.  Additionally, the term ‘windthrow’ needs to 

be defined to give Council’s and the forest sector clarity around the inclusion and 

application of rules to manage windthrow within the forest and how forestry 

activities relate to them.     

(b) Need for a nationally consistent model:  To ensure consistency across New 

Zealand, Aratu considers there needs to be a nationally consistent model at a 

suitable scale, to consistently identify areas with a severe erosion risk.  A model 

that could potentially be used is the Landcare Landslide Susceptibility model which 

has already been completed for several regions, including the Tairāwhiti / Gisborne 

and Hawke's Regions.  The application of any national model would need careful 

consideration to ensure that the model can account for regional variations in 

erosion severity and risk and that perverse outcomes for the forest sector are not 

realised (i.e. regulated land-use change). Additionally, the term ‘connectivity’ must 

be defined to ensure consistent application in this context.   

(c) Use of the phrase "severe erosion from commercial forestry":  It is not 

appropriate to use terminology such as "severe erosion from commercial forestry" 

in the regulation.  Erosion is a function of geology and occurs irrespective of the 

land use.  Erosion is often the reason for why commercial forestry has been 

established (ie as an erosion control measure). 

(d) Retention of conjunctive clauses:  Aratu supports the proposed conjunctive 

clauses in regulation 6(1)(a).  This is important to ensure all conditions must be 

met for the relevant council to impose rules that are more stringent than the NES-

CF.   

15. The amendments Aratu seeks to regulation 6(1)(a) are set out in Attachment A. 

Limited exceptions to national baseline 

16. Aratu considers that as much as possible the provisions regulating forestry should be the 

same across New Zealand.  While Aratu also acknowledges there is merit in requiring a 

bespoke / localised approach in some circumstances, Aratu wishes to emphasise that 

requiring bespoke solutions (warranting targeted stricter regulation) are the exception and 

not the rule.   

17. Aratu considers it appropriate for Tairāwhiti / Gisborne to be subject to a bespoke, localised 

approach due to the very specific conditions and extreme events.  Aratu would also be 

concerned if the approach applied there was used as the benchmark for forestry regulation, 

rather than the exception.    

Updates to the NES-CF more broadly 

18. Further to the specific amendments being proposed to regulation 6, there is a need for further 

amendments to the NES-CF.  Aratu considers the NES-CF needs further updating and reform 
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to ensure the standards within it are workable and are able be met in practice.  For example, 

the current regulations around water turbidity and offsite discharges are practically unworkable 

and require amendment. Further definition of sediment discharges is required. The NES-CF 

should further define sediment discharges to account for post-harvest discharges. There is no 

current provision to account for ongoing sediment discharge caused by weather events during 

the ‘window of vulnerability’.  Additionally, discharges of slash below specified and agreed 

limits (residual slash) need further definition. The forest sector needs a defined and acceptable 

level of residual material that cannot be removed from a harvested piece of land. 

19. The NES-CF should further define the use of a Suitably Qualified and Experienced Person 

(SQEP) for management plans to better limit the Council’s discretion to require different types 

of SQEPs that do not reflect the qualifications and experience of forestry professionals.  

20. The specific amendments Aratu seeks to the NES-CF regulations are set out in the table in 

Attachment A. 

Next steps  

21. Aratu would be happy to meet with the Ministry for the Environment to discuss this submission. 

Yours sincerely  

  

James Sinclair 

Planning and Environment Manager 

Aratu Forests Limited 

 
















