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STATEMENT OF EVIDENCE OF GARY FRANCIS FOWLES  

Introduction 

1 My full name is Gary Francis Fowles.  I am the Transmission 

Manager for Radio New Zealand Limited (RNZ).  I am presenting 

evidence on behalf of RNZ (Submitter number 596 / FS-1361).   

2 I hold a Radio Technician’s Certificate, and have 49 years’ 

experience as a radio technician.  I am responsible for the overall 

management of RNZ’s 95 transmitters around the country, a 

position which I have held for 19 years.  I have overall responsibility 

for managing RNZ’s radio communication transmission facilities at 

Gebbies Pass (the Site).    

Summary 

3 The purpose of my evidence is to support RNZ’s submissions on the 

proposed Christchurch Replacement District Plan – Chapter 8: 

Subdivision, Development and Earthworks.  I will cover: 

3.1 RNZ’s business and operations; 

3.2 The importance of RNZ’s Gebbies Pass Site and the facilities 

located there;  

3.3 The nature of potential effects from RNZ’s facilities; and  

3.4 RNZ’s previous experiences with reverse sensitivity effects. 

4 This evidence supports the specific issues with the proposed 

Christchurch Replacement District Plan raised by RNZ and as 

summarised in RNZ’s Legal Submissions.  

RNZ’s business 

5 RNZ is a company and a Crown Entity and was established under 

the Radio New Zealand Act 1995 (the Act).  RNZ is required “to 

provide innovative, comprehensive and independent broadcasting 

services of a high standard.”1  

6 RNZ broadcasts over three nationwide networks; RNZ National on 

AM & FM, RNZ Concert and the AM network, which relays 

Parliamentary proceedings, and one international shortwave 

network, Radio New Zealand International.  Our three networks are 

available as live streams on our website http://www.radionz.co.nz.  

                                            
1 In accordance with the principles of the charter contained in the Act. 

http://www.radionz.co.nz/
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Further, Radio New Zealand National and Radio New Zealand 

Concert are also both available on the Sky Digital network and 

“Freeview” (as both satellite and terrestrial).   

7 RNZ News is the nation’s leading news provider and brings reliable 

and impartial news and information to all New Zealanders.  The 

news operation is staffed 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and 

constantly updates news as it happens around New Zealand and 

globally.       

8 As the hearings panel will be aware, RNZ services include a civil 

defence role.  RNZ is available to make broadcasts for National Civil 

Defence as required, and has direct computer links with Civil 

Defence Headquarters for this purpose.  RNZ is a lifeline utility2 and 

is the only radio broadcaster with a statutory obligation to maintain 

services and transmission facilities for the broadcast of public safety 

communications in the event of a civil defence emergency.   

9 Radio is a key communication tool in the event of natural disasters.  

The importance of this role was described by one Christchurch 

listener caught in a suburban shopping mall shortly after one of the 

Christchurch earthquakes:3 

My car radio was tuned to Radio New Zealand National and it 

was the only source of information as all the power was out. 

Standing around my car were about 50 other stressed 

people… all listening to the Radio New Zealand’s coverage. 

10 Following the 22 February 2011 earthquake, RNZ replaced its 

regular programming to provide 24 hour rolling news coverage.  A 

survey conducted to understand the role radio played during the 

Christchurch earthquakes and the immediate recovery period 

showed radio had the highest importance ranking compared with 

other media outlets with 77 per cent of respondents ranking radio as 

very important to them for providing information and awareness.4   

RNZ’s Gebbies Pass site  

11 RNZ owns and operates radiocommunication and telecommunication 

transmission facilities and ancillary facilities on the Gebbies Pass 

                                            
2 Radio New Zealand Limited is the first named utility in Schedule 1 of the Civil 
Defence Emergency Management Act 2002.  

3 John Barr, Paul Bushnell Radio New Zealand Response – Christchurch Earthquake 
Tuesday 22 February 2011, page 2.  

4 2010/11 Select Committee Financial Review of Radio New Zealand – additional 
questions, page 3.  
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Site.  RNZ relies on its facilities at its Gebbies Pass Site to operate 

its national AM radio network.    

12 The facilities located on RNZ’s site comprise a radio mast with an 

equipment container and a main transmitter building. The mast is 

122m high.  Figure 1 shows the mast and equipment shed.  

 
Figure 1: Mast and Buildings at Gebbies Pass site. 

13 Figure 2 and Figure 3 show the exterior and interior of the main 

building which houses transmission equipment.  

 
Figure 2: Main building 



 4 

042271958/2073805 

 
Figure 3: Part of the interior of the main building 

14 The standby generator (see Figure 4 below) is required to generate 

power for the transmitter in the event of a power failure.  It is 

automatically controlled and starts up and runs every time that 

there is a mains power failure of more than two seconds.  It is also 

tested every three months by running it for four hours. 

 



 5 

042271958/2073805 

 
Figure 4: Standby generator 

15 A shipping container houses the aerial coupling equipment situated 

at the base of the aerial mast. 

16 The mast on the site transmits the two signals and is one half of the 

aerial system.  Not visible is a network of copper wires buried 

300mm below the surface around each mast which is known as the 

earth mat.  The underground earth mat is the ‘other half’ of the 

aerial system. 

17 The Gebbies Pass Site is needed and used for receiving and 

transmitting radio communications and telecommunications between 

studios and transmitters, networking, broadcasting and other radio 

communication and telecommunication purposes.  RNZ will continue 

to operate its AM transmission network for the foreseeable future 

and the Gebbies Pass Site is an important part of that network. 

Importance of the Gebbies Pass Site 

18 RNZ relies on its facilities at its Gebbies Pass Site to operate its 

national radio AM network to the rural community of Canterbury 

(and beyond).  AM transmission reaches places that other 

transmissions can’t.  Satellite requires a fixed position and internet 

connections require a subscription to an ISP.  FM coverage does not 

extend as far as AM and AM is affordable and portable.  The Site 

was chosen for the excellent electrical ground conductivity and is 

positioned to cover the Canterbury region.  The latest information 
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from the 2013 census is that the signal from Gebbies Pass covers 

497,301 (usually resident) people. 

19 The facilities were established in 1930’s, and have been servicing 

the region with a radio service for eight decades.  Radio services 

from this site provide news and information and fulfil community, 

cultural and education functions. 

Transmission effects 

20 There are three main ways in which RNZ’s facilities can have effects 

on surrounding activities: 

20.1 Through interference with electronic devices; 

20.2 Through the mast and buildings interfering with the view; and 

20.3 Through noise from RNZ’s emergency generators.   

21 Radio waves from the Site could potentially interfere with television 

reception and potentially telephones.  Burglar alarms and intercom 

units might also be affected.  Radio interference occurs by several 

mechanisms.  The main cause is being too close to a radio 

transmitter with a poorly designed or faulty electronic device. The 

device would usually have a loose connection which would act as a 

radio receiver and detect strong radio signals. If the device is cheap 

and poorly designed, strong radio signals (as are experienced in 

close proximity to a transmitter) could overpower it. 

22 Radio interference is an imprecise effect that is dependent on the 

combination of a number of factors and is impossible to accurately 

predict.  Anecdotal evidence and my lengthy experience addressing 

any interference-type complaints suggests that further than 1km 

from a transmitter, the strength of radio waves falls to a level where 

interference with electronic devices is unlikely to occur. 

23 RNZ’s experience has been that when residents move in to 

properties near a transmitter, they may discover that radios, 

telephones, TVs and microwave ovens are interfered with by the 

radio signals.  TVNZ has had similar problems in Auckland when the 

urban sprawl got close to the Waiatarua transmitters site.  One 

gentleman had his remote controlled garage door going up and 

down in tune with the TV signal.  

24 RNZ is also aware of the experiences of other radio operators where 

communities who are not well informed about the safety of radio-
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communication transmitters have had fears and anxieties in relation 

to these transmitters, and have tried to limit radio-communication 

activities because of their fears and anxieties.  RNZ does not want 

future landowners and occupiers to seek to restrict RNZ’s activities 

on this basis. 

Reverse sensitivity 

25 As discussed in RNZ’s submission and further submissions, RNZ’s 

primary concern is about the potential effects of reverse sensitivity 

on its radio transmission facilities at the Gebbies Pass Site.  To be 

clear, in my time as Transmission Manager I am not aware of any 

complaints from surrounding landowners about RNZ’s operations at 

Gebbies Pass.  RNZ’s concern is that people carrying out new 

activities in the vicinity of the Site might take steps to attempt to 

restrict RNZ’s operations.   

26 Our concerns are well founded.  In other parts of the country RNZ 

has had experiences of neighbours complaining about interference 

to their electronic devices after they have purchased land and built a 

house near a RNZ transmitter site.  Additionally, new residents or 

occupiers of surrounding land have: 

26.1 Tried to limit RNZ's use of the generator due to concerns 

about noise on the occasions when that generator is used; 

and/or 

26.2 Not been happy about the fact that their view contains a tall 

radio mast. 

27 I am responsible for managing RNZ’s 95 transmitters, and have 

personally had to respond to complaints from nearby residents 

about effects from RNZ’s operations.  In some cases RNZ has had to 

incur substantial costs to mitigate adverse effects on residents.  

RNZ considers that it is much better for landowners, RNZ, and the 

local Council, to have potential issues considered before new 

activities are established.   

28 My experience has been that (very) few complaints are received 

from people who are further than 1km from a RNZ site.  My view is 

that beyond 1km the effects from a transmission site are 

unobjectionable to most people.   

29 The transmitter site at Gebbies Pass was established in the 1930’s in 

open farmland.  While the surrounding area is still farmland, RNZ 

notes that the popularity of ‘rural residential’ type lifestyle blocks is 



 8 

042271958/2073805 

growing.  The area around RNZ’s Site may have some attraction for 

people looking to develop such styles of living, as the area is 

relatively close to Christchurch with good quality road connections. 

30 If RNZ has to respond to objections from people carrying out new 

activities near the Site, then RNZ’s options are limited.  RNZ’s 

statutory functions and civil defence role means that it is usually not 

possible to “turn down” the effects from a particular site as means 

of addressing complaints.   

31 Similarly, it is not possible to simply relocate RNZ’s transmitters.  

The transmitting facility is a substantial piece of infrastructure that 

requires a particular combination of geographical and technical 

qualities to function properly.  Not only would a new site be 

extremely expensive, but there are few sites available from where 

transmission would be effective – and any new site would eventually 

face the same issues of increasing development in the surrounding 

area.  RNZ’s strong preference is that regional and district planning 

documents provide appropriate recognition for its long-established 

sites.  

CONCLUSION 

32 RNZ does not want to unnecessarily limit development or 

subdivision near the Site.  Its primary concern is rather that the 

owners (and/or occupiers) of potential developments, and the 

Council, are aware of potential effects near RNZ’s Site.  Identifying 

and addressing potential issues at the time of subdivision reduces 

the likelihood of complaints later.  

33 I am happy to answer any questions. 

 
Gary Fowles  

Transmission Manager 

Radio New Zealand 

8 June 2014 


