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Looking Back
The story of the Buller District is an ancient one. The grinding of the 
Pacific and Australasian crustal plates threw up a vast mountain range 
which plummets into the Tasman Sea, broken at times by a narrow 
coastal plain. This dramatic and varied landscape set the scene for an 
intricate web of ecosystems to thrive – extensive mountain plateaus, 
jade carpets of beech forest, lush lowland jungle, noisy wetlands, swift 
rivers, lagoons, salt marshes, and a coastline teeming with life. 

The story of the rise and fall of settlements in this area is also old. 
As long as humans have existed here, places to live have been carved 
out and ebbed away. This tale starts with Māori occupation. The 
tūpuna who settled along the banks of the Kawatiri were among the 
first wave of people to set foot on the shores of Te Waipounamu. The 
abundant resources offered by the estuary, river, coastline, and inland 
forests attracted long term settlement alongside seasonal mahinga kai 
practices with both temporary and permanent settlements.

The colonial era brought gold-rushes, coal mining and the boom and 
bust of extractive industry. Towns like Addisons, Denniston, and Lyell 
exploded with new arrivals, only to be abandoned and reclaimed by the 
natural landscape they were founded within. 
In the midst of this, Westport has fought for its survival. It has gained 
and lost in equal measures from an extractive transaction with nature 
- gold, coal, cement, native forestry, mineral sands. It has acted as the 
centre of a constellation of settlements up and down the coastline 
and into the hills, it’s port a rare connection to the outside world. 
But despite impressive feats of engineering, the mighty Buller could 
never be tamed. The town is an island – caught between the Ōrowaiti 
and Kawatiri Rivers and the accreting coastline. A pinhole where the 
6,500km2 water catchment exits from mountains to sea. Westport has 
flooded since the beginning and will continue to do so, now potentially 
accelerated by the effects of climate change.

 
Looking Forward 
To settle is to stop somewhere, make a place and a home, to stop moving 
and feel safe for a time. Settlements are part of the vernacular of the 
Buller District. This vision is about resettling Westport, so Westportians 
can not only live in harmony with the river and the coast but thrive and 
prosper within the landscape that makes this place special.

To do this, we need to draw on the story of this place and its people. This 
is the Westport Way – to take the essence of the past with us as we move 
forward together to meet people’s needs through a functional economy 
with local practices and activities. As has been practiced in this place for 
centuries, we need to respond to changing fortunes and embrace a better 
outcome for all. If we place Westport first, we can optimistically look 
toward a healthy, self-determined future that welcomes newcomers. This 
is personal and it is brave. 

The large map directly to the right explores this story of place – the 
landscape that was once here, and the settlements that have come and 
gone, and could become again in the future. Each settlement having a 
unique relationship with the landscape and the lifestyle it offers. The 
chain of maps on the far right begins to identify some of the building 
blocks and key considerations for growth as we imagine a bright future 
for this community. 

A Dynamic Landscape
At a glance, it is easy to imagine the landscape that Westport sits 
within as something that is permanent and constant. The peaceful 
habitat of the Ōrowaiti lagoon. The stoic granite cliffs of the Cape. 
The expansive coastline of Carters Beach. The granite armoured 
banks of the Kawatiri/Buller river mouth. And yet any landscape 
is dynamic, shifting and changing over time, even accelerated 
by human intervention. Squeezed between mountains and sea, 
the river plains of Westport are some of the most dynamic in the 
country. 

The maps below tell an illustrative story of this landscape 
from the time early surveys were taken in the 1870s. Erosion, 
coastal accretion, climate change, earthquakes, flooding, flood 
prevention, river engineering, mining, deforestation, and the 
draining of wetlands are all characters in this tale. 

Prior to this point, mana whenua had lived a more flexible 
existence in tune with the seasons and with nature. Permanent 
colonial settlement patterns are inevitably more susceptible to the 
dangers this landscape can present.

The time-scale acknowledged here is multi-generational. 
Decisions made today will impact future generations. To ensure 
success both now, and in the future, we can take cues from 
the past to recognise the inherent potential of this  dynamic 
landscape.  

PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE 1 |  THE WESTPORT WAY
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The carrying capacity of a settlement is the maximum 
population size that can be sustained by that specific 
environment, given the character, infrastructure, habitat, 
existing settlement pattern, visual catchment, and other 
resources available.
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Water is the reason for Westport’s existence. A safe landing in the 
sheltered ‘hook’ of the coastline led to a safe port town defined by river 
and sea. It is also what continues to bring and keep people in the Dis-
trict. Beaches here are some of the safest for swimming along the Coast. 
Property prices rise when living near to the coastline, or with views to 
water. Our fisheries are rich, the beach and rivers are our playground, 
our coastline thrums with life and our remaining wetlands could be 
some of the most effective carbon stores in the country. Yet water is 
one of our greatest threats too. As our environment changes, we will 
find new ways to live in harmony with the landscape we love.

Manuka and or Kanuka

1,485 m NZGD

55 m NZGD

Gorse and-or BroomFernland

Indigenous forest

Broadleaved Indigenous Hardwoods

Buller’s greatest asset is its natural landscape. The hills here 
feature some of the most expansive virgin podocarp rainforest in 
the country. In an urbanised world, where such ecosystems are 
increasingly rare, this will continue to be the District’s unique selling 
point. On the coastal plain however the landscape ecology is less 
coherent. Lowland forest that once hugged the coastline remain in 
a series of remnant patches. Predominantly pakihi soils have been 
converted from swamp land to agricultural use, Protecting and 
replanting is a work in progress led by the community, helping to 
stitch together forest remnants that will be critical in enhancing 
our natural landscape value proposition for current and future 
inhabitants (human and animal).

Vegetation

Water

Land ownership in the Buller District is unique. Department of 
Conservation estate forms an overwhelming majority of the land 
ownership here. Whilst this is mostly consolidated within the hills, 
other public entities such as Pāmu own vast tracts of land on the coastal 
plains and converted pakihi soils. These publicly owned areas form an 
opportunity to affordably provide safe land to those threatened within 
the flood plain and grow Westport. Small Iwi landholdings  are scattered 
through the District although, when compared to the rich volume of 
archaeological sites present in this area, are clearly a tiny fraction of the 
land important to mana whenua historically.

Ownership & Land Use

Westport has flooded since the beginning and will continue to do 
so, potentially in even more serious ways when combined with 
other hazards. The town is a low-lying island – caught between the 
Ōrowaiti and Kawatiri Rivers and the accreting coastline. Many other 
settlements in the Buller District also face the consequences of a low 
elevation – coastal inundation, liquefaction, fluvial flooding, high 
groundwater to name a few. But there is higher ground here, even on 
the coastal plain. Directing growth to these places will be critical in not 
only safeguarding a bright and prosperous future for this community, 
but in saving lives and assets.  

The landscape and historical context for settlement, along with the 
current state analysis above, offers a place based framework for plan-
ning a future for Westport. Of course, other localised elements need 
to be acknowledged – geology, over land flow paths, land prices etc. 
Whilst these layers will in time be investigated and brought into the 
equation, the information captured here begins to create a shape 
around where we can safely, and efficiently, concentrate growth whilst 
leveraging Westport and the Buller District’s biggest asset – it’s natural 
landscape. This map consolidates the above layers of spatial informa-
tion to loosely indicate areas where future development should, and 
should not, be concentrated. 
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Settlements
Westport is the centre of the Buller District – the service town around 
which a constellation of settlements orbit. These settlements aren’t 
Westport’s sprawl. Each is distinct, nestled in the vast and natural West 
Coast landscape. The pattern cards below the large map seek to better 
understand the essence of each settlement, be it past or present, its 
dependence on the natural setting, its size, its reason for being, its capacity 
for future growth. 

Of note is the reason these settlements were founded. Two key groups exist 
here: 
1. Founded to extract resources/establish industry. 
This first group was primarily established in the 1800s or early 1900s, 
features a gridded urban form, focuses on connectivity to the service town 
and the outside world, and typically is orientated inwards – turning its back 
on its natural context. 
2. Focused on lifestyle and connecting with nature. 
These settlements are typically looser, are a destination rather than a place 
to pass through, and seek to leverage the landscape they sit within. As 
extractive industries wane, lifestyle settlements remain desirable – even in 
instances where they sit within a hazardous natural context. 

Please note the capacity for growth indicated here is an illustrative 
approximation of the carrying capacity of the infrastructure that services 
this place, alongside the capacity of the local environment to hold more 
residents without diminishing it’s inherent value and character. Whilst 
high-level, this metric does begin to tell the story of where future growth in 
the area could be directed.
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Looking Back
The story of the Buller District is an ancient one. The grinding of the 
Pacific and Australasian crustal plates threw up a vast mountain range 
which plummets into the Tasman Sea, broken at times by a narrow 
coastal plain. This dramatic and varied landscape set the scene for an 
intricate web of ecosystems to thrive – extensive mountain plateaus, 
jade carpets of beech forest, lush lowland jungle, noisy wetlands, swift 
rivers, lagoons, salt marshes, and a coastline teeming with life. 

The story of the rise and fall of settlements in this area is also old. 
As long as humans have existed here, places to live have been carved 
out and ebbed away. This tale starts with Māori occupation. The 
tūpuna who settled along the banks of the Kawatiri were among the 
first wave of people to set foot on the shores of Te Waipounamu. The 
abundant resources offered by the estuary, river, coastline, and inland 
forests attracted long term settlement alongside seasonal mahinga kai 
practices with both temporary and permanent settlements.

The colonial era brought gold-rushes, coal mining and the boom and 
bust of extractive industry. Towns like Addisons, Denniston, and Lyell 
exploded with new arrivals, only to be abandoned and reclaimed by the 
natural landscape they were founded within. 
In the midst of this, Westport has fought for its survival. It has gained 
and lost in equal measures from an extractive transaction with nature 
- gold, coal, cement, native forestry, mineral sands. It has acted as the 
centre of a constellation of settlements up and down the coastline 
and into the hills, it’s port a rare connection to the outside world. 
But despite impressive feats of engineering, the mighty Buller could 
never be tamed. The town is an island – caught between the Ōrowaiti 
and Kawatiri Rivers and the accreting coastline. A pinhole where the 
6,500km2 water catchment exits from mountains to sea. Westport has 
flooded since the beginning and will continue to do so, now potentially 
accelerated by the effects of climate change.

 
Looking Forward 
To settle is to stop somewhere, make a place and a home, to stop moving 
and feel safe for a time. Settlements are part of the vernacular of the 
Buller District. This vision is about resettling Westport, so Westportians 
can not only live in harmony with the river and the coast but thrive and 
prosper within the landscape that makes this place special.

To do this, we need to draw on the story of this place and its people. This 
is the Westport Way – to take the essence of the past with us as we move 
forward together to meet people’s needs through a functional economy 
with local practices and activities. As has been practiced in this place for 
centuries, we need to respond to changing fortunes and embrace a better 
outcome for all. If we place Westport first, we can optimistically look 
toward a healthy, self-determined future that welcomes newcomers. This 
is personal and it is brave. 

The large map directly to the right explores this story of place – the 
landscape that was once here, and the settlements that have come and 
gone, and could become again in the future. Each settlement having a 
unique relationship with the landscape and the lifestyle it offers. The 
chain of maps on the far right begins to identify some of the building 
blocks and key considerations for growth as we imagine a bright future 
for this community. 

A Dynamic Landscape
At a glance, it is easy to imagine the landscape that Westport sits 
within as something that is permanent and constant. The peaceful 
habitat of the Ōrowaiti lagoon. The stoic granite cliffs of the Cape. 
The expansive coastline of Carters Beach. The granite armoured 
banks of the Kawatiri/Buller river mouth. And yet any landscape 
is dynamic, shifting and changing over time, even accelerated 
by human intervention. Squeezed between mountains and sea, 
the river plains of Westport are some of the most dynamic in the 
country. 

The maps below tell an illustrative story of this landscape 
from the time early surveys were taken in the 1870s. Erosion, 
coastal accretion, climate change, earthquakes, flooding, flood 
prevention, river engineering, mining, deforestation, and the 
draining of wetlands are all characters in this tale. 

Prior to this point, mana whenua had lived a more flexible 
existence in tune with the seasons and with nature. Permanent 
colonial settlement patterns are inevitably more susceptible to the 
dangers this landscape can present.

The time-scale acknowledged here is multi-generational. 
Decisions made today will impact future generations. To ensure 
success both now, and in the future, we can take cues from 
the past to recognise the inherent potential of this  dynamic 
landscape.  
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The carrying capacity of a settlement is the maximum 
population size that can be sustained by that specific 
environment, given the character, infrastructure, habitat, 
existing settlement pattern, visual catchment, and other 
resources available.
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Water is the reason for Westport’s existence. A safe landing in the 
sheltered ‘hook’ of the coastline led to a safe port town defined by river 
and sea. It is also what continues to bring and keep people in the Dis-
trict. Beaches here are some of the safest for swimming along the Coast. 
Property prices rise when living near to the coastline, or with views to 
water. Our fisheries are rich, the beach and rivers are our playground, 
our coastline thrums with life and our remaining wetlands could be 
some of the most effective carbon stores in the country. Yet water is 
one of our greatest threats too. As our environment changes, we will 
find new ways to live in harmony with the landscape we love.

Manuka and or Kanuka

1,485 m NZGD

55 m NZGD

Gorse and-or BroomFernland

Indigenous forest

Broadleaved Indigenous Hardwoods

Buller’s greatest asset is its natural landscape. The hills here 
feature some of the most expansive virgin podocarp rainforest in 
the country. In an urbanised world, where such ecosystems are 
increasingly rare, this will continue to be the District’s unique selling 
point. On the coastal plain however the landscape ecology is less 
coherent. Lowland forest that once hugged the coastline remain in 
a series of remnant patches. Predominantly pakihi soils have been 
converted from swamp land to agricultural use, Protecting and 
replanting is a work in progress led by the community, helping to 
stitch together forest remnants that will be critical in enhancing 
our natural landscape value proposition for current and future 
inhabitants (human and animal).

Vegetation

Water

Land ownership in the Buller District is unique. Department of 
Conservation estate forms an overwhelming majority of the land 
ownership here. Whilst this is mostly consolidated within the hills, 
other public entities such as Pāmu own vast tracts of land on the coastal 
plains and converted pakihi soils. These publicly owned areas form an 
opportunity to affordably provide safe land to those threatened within 
the flood plain and grow Westport. Small Iwi landholdings  are scattered 
through the District although, when compared to the rich volume of 
archaeological sites present in this area, are clearly a tiny fraction of the 
land important to mana whenua historically.

Ownership & Land Use

Westport has flooded since the beginning and will continue to do 
so, potentially in even more serious ways when combined with 
other hazards. The town is a low-lying island – caught between the 
Ōrowaiti and Kawatiri Rivers and the accreting coastline. Many other 
settlements in the Buller District also face the consequences of a low 
elevation – coastal inundation, liquefaction, fluvial flooding, high 
groundwater to name a few. But there is higher ground here, even on 
the coastal plain. Directing growth to these places will be critical in not 
only safeguarding a bright and prosperous future for this community, 
but in saving lives and assets.  

The landscape and historical context for settlement, along with the 
current state analysis above, offers a place based framework for plan-
ning a future for Westport. Of course, other localised elements need 
to be acknowledged – geology, over land flow paths, land prices etc. 
Whilst these layers will in time be investigated and brought into the 
equation, the information captured here begins to create a shape 
around where we can safely, and efficiently, concentrate growth whilst 
leveraging Westport and the Buller District’s biggest asset – it’s natural 
landscape. This map consolidates the above layers of spatial informa-
tion to loosely indicate areas where future development should, and 
should not, be concentrated. 
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Settlements
Westport is the centre of the Buller District – the service town around 
which a constellation of settlements orbit. These settlements aren’t 
Westport’s sprawl. Each is distinct, nestled in the vast and natural West 
Coast landscape. The pattern cards below the large map seek to better 
understand the essence of each settlement, be it past or present, its 
dependence on the natural setting, its size, its reason for being, its capacity 
for future growth. 

Of note is the reason these settlements were founded. Two key groups exist 
here: 
1. Founded to extract resources/establish industry. 
This first group was primarily established in the 1800s or early 1900s, 
features a gridded urban form, focuses on connectivity to the service town 
and the outside world, and typically is orientated inwards – turning its back 
on its natural context. 
2. Focused on lifestyle and connecting with nature. 
These settlements are typically looser, are a destination rather than a place 
to pass through, and seek to leverage the landscape they sit within. As 
extractive industries wane, lifestyle settlements remain desirable – even in 
instances where they sit within a hazardous natural context. 

Please note the capacity for growth indicated here is an illustrative 
approximation of the carrying capacity of the infrastructure that services 
this place, alongside the capacity of the local environment to hold more 
residents without diminishing it’s inherent value and character. Whilst 
high-level, this metric does begin to tell the story of where future growth in 
the area could be directed.
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Good Future Growth

Each settlement has a capacity to grow, 
and limitations to that growth. It might be 
infrastructure, character or visual catchment, 
landform or water constraints. Across all of the 
design workshops we have tested what shapes 
or erodes its values. 

We have talked about good growth, and then 
backtracked to understand why growth is even 
needed at all. We have considered how one 
settlement can grow while another evolves - so 
both can exist in new forms. 

As we build an understanding of what makes 
growth desirable, viable and compatible, a way 
forward has started to emerge. 

There are physical constraints and opportunities 
for growth and relocation to go hand in hand, but 
there are also options that could make the new 
future town centre even better.
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