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Introduction  

1. My full name is Kathleen Susan (Suky) Thompson. I hold a BA in Social Science from 

York University, 1976 and a PG Dip in Parks, Recreation and Tourism Management 

(with Distinction) from Lincoln University, 2013. 

2. I am self-employed and operate two businesses; “Akaroa Guided Walks” specialises in 

historical tours of Akaroa; “Peninsula Projects” offers project management, research 

and consultancy services with a focus on heritage, walking and tourism on wider Banks 

Peninsula.  

3. Peninsula Projects has provided a management service to the Rod Donald Banks 

Peninsula Trust since 2011, and in this capacity I act as the Trust’s manager. The 

Trust has objectives to support culture and heritage on Banks Peninsula. 

4. I have lived in the Akaroa Harbour basin since emigrating to NZ from the UK in 1991. I 

was attracted to make my home and later my workplace in the area because of the 

historic nature and character of Akaroa village.  

Scope of evidence 

5. The specific parts of Proposal that my evidence relates to are 9.3.1 and 9.3.2. 

 

Executive Summary 

The Akaroa Historic Area was registered in response to comments made in a hearing 

panel decision in 1996. Its boundaries were chosen by Akaroa Civic Trust based on its 

Historic Village Walk and the application was subjected to a thorough assessment by 

NZ Historic Places Trust and a public consultation process.  The Akaroa Historic Area 

registration, its subsequent inclusion in the Banks Peninsula District Plan and the more 

holistic approach it engendered proved to be a turning point for heritage protection in 

Akaroa.  To omit it from the replacement District Plan would be a retrograde step and 

leave the town vulnerable again to the unsympathetic development of the previous 

planning era. The evidence draws on my experience as a heritage advocate with 20 

years, experience of in Akaroa and of the public reaction to it from my work as a 

heritage tourism operator. It seeks that the Akaroa Historic Area as registered by NZ 

Historic Places Trust is acknowledged and included on an overlay map in the plan with 

associated Rules and Matters of Discretion in the relevant zones because it has proved 

a very effective mechanism for all concerned. Further assessment is unnecessary. 
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Events leading to registration of Akaroa Historic Area 

6. I have taken an active role in community affairs since 1996, precipitated in response to 

a rash of unsympathetic development threatening the heritage values of the place in 

which I had chosen to live. The most alarming and dominant example of this was the 

three storey, tilt slab Criterion motel in the northern end of the town. The development 

was fanned by the increase in capital value that could be obtained from replacing older 

cottages and buildings with cheaply produced and much higher density buildings with 

greater site coverage. 

7. I was not alone in this concern; a large number of other residents were sufficiently 

appalled by this building to coalesce into a group which took the name “National 

Treasure group”, reflecting the significance of historic Akaroa to New Zealand. This 

group rapidly upskilled in District Planning matters and lodged submissions opposing 

several further applications for similar three storey tilt slab developments.  

8. As a result the dilapidated building on the corner of Church Street now housing “Fire 

and Ice” was retained and become an Akaroa icon and one of its most photographed 

buildings.   

9. When the elderly members of the long established Akaroa Civic Trust informed us of 

their 27 year history of planning involvement and other achievements to promote its 

history and character I, along with many others, determined to join and revitalise it.  

Shortly thereafter, I became the Akaroa Civic Trust secretary, serving in this role for 

three years, with a further three as its chair. The “National Treasure group” disbanded 

once the Civic Trust had regained its strength.  

10. Not all submissions were as successful as the Fire and Ice one.  The Gilman 

development proceeded on residential Rue Jolie. A non-listed single storey historic 

cottage was removed and replaced by a three storey tilt slab complex which it has 

dominated over the adjacent historic listed Nikau Palm and Donnet cottages since.   

11. Even more prominent was the consent application lodged in 1996 by Emerald 

Endeavours for a much larger multi-unit development closer to the town centre on Rue 

Jolie, replacing a similarly dilapidated building which had once served as the town 

garage, and housed three shops. The application was opposed by both the Akaroa 

Civic Trust and the still extant “National Treasure group”, whose submission was 

supported by 200 signatories.  
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12. The atmosphere of the hearing was highly charged as it was attended by a large 

number of local people, a councillor was removed from the hearing panel and the 

hearing adjourned for some weeks while the panel, now including a commissioner, 

sought legal advice on the submitters expert evidence given by David Collins. 

13. In its decision granting consent, the hearing panel made the following comment: ʻWe 

do note the comment made by the Historic Places Trust regarding what was described 

as an historic precinct, comprising the Gaiety Hall, Coronation Library, and nearby 

cottages on Rue Jolie. Whilst valuable in itself, we consider the presentation of this 

evidence at a hearing is less than satisfactory. If the Historic Places Trust regards the 

area as being of regional or national significance then it has powers at its disposal to 

ensure some level of protection. Such powers are not well expressed at hearings. 

Rather the Trust should be operating proactively.ʼ (BPDC -Emerald Endeavours Ltd, 29 

January 1997)  

14. Subsequent to the Emerald Endeavours decision the Akaroa Civic Trust made an 

application to NZ Historic Places Trust to register the centre of Akaroa as a national 

Historic Area. 

15. In making this application, the Akaroa Civic Trust was aware that it would be prudent 

to set its boundaries at some clearly defined and defensible positions. The concept of 

an “historic area” being quite a departure from the previous methods of heritage 

protection which focussed on individual listed buildings and items only, and did not 

protect the areas in between or consider their impact on the whole. 

16. Much though there was a desire to extend the application up Rue Grehan to include 

the Libeau cottages erected by pre-Adamite settler Joseph Libeau, the decision was 

taken to limit the boundaries to the area included in the Trust’s “Akaroa Historic 

Village Walk” brochure which it had published 1994 before the controversies began, 

and was proving very popular with visitors. The walk did not extend up Rue Grehan 

to these cottages because of the lower density of heritage fabric en route. The 

walking route kept to areas where there was a sufficient density of material to retain 

the visitor’s interest during short sections with relatively low historic values before 

reaching the next point of interest. As with the Histoic Walk route, the inclusion of 

these lower value sections within the registered area was its raison d’etre – to enable 

recognition that although they were not the “cream”, they were impotant to the overall 

historic experience of Akaroa, and should not be degraded. 
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Registration of Akaroa Historic Area 

17. The Historic Area application was assessed by the NZ Historic Places Trust whose 

experts were satisfied that the case for the area and the boundaries selected met 

with its registration criteria. Once this assessment had been completed, the NZ 

Historic Places Trust informed the Civic Trust that a final step it needed to conduct 

prior to registration was to hold a well-advertised public consultation process. 

18. To facilitate the process, the Civic Trust held a public meeting at the Gaiety Hall. I 

acted as its principal speaker at this packed meeting to explain the purpose and 

benefits of the proposed Area registration. 

19. The Civic Trust also invited speakers from the historic towns of Napier and Oamaru 

to attend and describe how having registered historic areas had assisted their towns, 

which were both undergoing remarkable transformations from urban decay to 

economic renewal through protecting and celebrating their heritage. Both speakers 

advocated that guided historic walking tours were a key element to success because 

they raised public awareness of the value of the historic area not only with visitors, 

but with the local residents and business community who witnessed visitors 

appreciating the area. 

20. At the conclusion of the public consultation the Historic Places Trust received 

unanimous submissions in support, and in 1999, 2 years after the application had 

been made, the Akaroa Historic Area was finally registered. 

21. Taking up the advice of speakers Robert McGregor from Napier and Helen Stead 

from Oamaru, I began learning the history of the buildings from Lois Holderness, 

former curator of the Akaroa Museum and elderly stalwart of the Civic Trust. On 

February 5, 2000 I had the honour of guiding Prime Minister Helen Clark and 

Governor General Dame Cath Tizard around part of the Historic Area to celebrate its 

first anniversary. 

22. A sign welcoming visitors to the Historic Area was erected by the Civic Trust at its 

subsequent AGM to mark the achievement. 

Result of Historic Area Registration and inclusion in District Plan 

23. The four years since 1996 had been occupied not only with fire-fighting numerous 

consent applications and environment court appeals in the face of inadequate 

planning provisions and registering the Historic Area, but also in making submissions 

to the proposed Banks Peninsula District Plan which had been publicly notified on the 

same day as Emerald Endeavours decision. 
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24. As a result of this timing, the proposed plan did not include any reference to the 

Akaroa Historic Area, and it was only able to be partially incorporated through the 

submission process.  Nevertheless, through the dogged persistence of the Civic 

Trust and its submission team, in which I played a key role, the planning framework 

began to turn around.  Provisions such as lowered height, density and the “garage 

door” rule were introduced based on the now recognised Akaroa Historic Area and 

reinforced through the appeals process.  

25. Resource consents for large scale unsympathetic buildings began to be declined, 

including Seashore Estates on the waterfront, another development on the corner of 

Rue Jolie and Church Street, one on Rue Jolie up from Emerald Endeavours and one 

on the corner of Rue Lavaud and Rue Grehan.  When these sites were eventually 

redeveloped it was with modern buildings that fitted in much better with the Historic 

character of Akaroa. 

26. One notable exception was the Warren and Mahoney designed “fish tanks” on the hill 

behind the Gaiety Hall.  However, the location of these buildings is outside of the 

registered Historic Area, and hence the same considerations were not applied. 

27. On behalf of the Civic Trust I had been researching Akaroa’s history and its 

relationship to the built heritage through developing the Akaroa Historic Area 

database – an on-line catalogue of 131 elements contributing to the registered area – 

including its buildings, bridges, parks, cemeteries, and artefacts. The database 

includes all items identified as pre WWI and a sprinkling of later items such as the 

majestic war memorial itself. The on-line database was launched at the 2001 AGM. 

Tourism impacts 

28.  In 2005, I launched Akaroa Guided Walks as a tourism business, offering guided 

tours on foot of the Akaroa Historic Area, and drawing on the extensive knowledge I 

had built up during the database research.  In the 10 years since, I have guided 

thousands of visitors around Akaroa, and developed a series of tour routes that use 

the buildings and artefacts to tell the stories of the place and its people in a logical 

chronological sequence. I often feature Justine Le Lievre, who arrived aged 8 to 

sleep in a tent on the natural foreshore, lived until she was 80, and therefore saw 

every building that I feature on my south Akaroa tour built in her lifetime. She would 

recognise her Akaroa could she return today, 100 years later. 

29. I now have a staff of 5 part-time guides. Our clients have included domestic and 

overseas tourists, cruise ship passengers, primary, secondary and tertiary students 

groups, special interest groups and descendants reunions.  I am an honorary 
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member of the Comte de Paris association, descendants of Akaroa’s founding 

French settlers, and at their invitation act as narrator and commentator at their 

biennial landing re-enactment. Over the years I have received numerous comments 

from fellow Akaroa businesses and residents saying how much they value the 

heritage walking tours. 

30. Consistent comment which I have received on the tours are delight at the historic 

character and heritage integrity of Akaroa, and real concern over the inappropriate 

buildings that have slipped through the planning system – particularly the “fish tanks” 

which are outside of the Historic Area but intrude upon it. 

Concern with Council Proposal 

31. I have read through the many heritage studies done on Akaroa over the years, and 

through my consulting business, Peninsula Projects, contributed professionally to the 

Opus traffic and parking study and the Akaroa Places and Spaces plan with traffic 

and parking surveys over three years, an analysis of historical flooding, and research 

on public amenities. It is most disappointing that none of these heritage studies, nor 

the Opus or Akaroa Places and Spaces plan have ever resulted in any improvements 

to Akaroa’s infrastructure or tourism management. 

32. It is particularly concerning that the Council planning staff and expert witness have 

chosen to take guidance from 2009 Harrison Grierson Consultants Ltd Akaroa 

Heritage Conservation Areas Study.  I have read this study, and consider that its 

proposal to create multiple small historic areas to cover sites only where there is the 

highest density of registered historic buildings is an entirely retrograde step, taking 

heritage protection in Akaroa back 20 years to the mindset and planning 

methodology that left Akaroa so vulnerable to blatantly inappropriate development in 

the 1990s. The approach taken by the Council seems to miss the point of an Historic 

Area. It is to protect the secondary areas that lie in between the registered historic 

buildings and sites to ensure that the overall heritage character is maintained, and to 

create a more level regulatory framework between the registered historic buildings 

and sites and those in between so that the historic buildings remain viable. 

Subjecting the whole area to the same assessment criteria as is applied to the 

registered historic sites themselves is bound to result in failure and a piecemeal 

approach - which will then inevitably lead to further degradation. 

33. The Akaroa Historic Area creates a holistic mindset to underpin the planning 

framework.  The inherent concept is that the “whole is greater than the sum of its 

parts”; that each element, be it a category 1 listed building or a cottage garden in 
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front of an otherwise humdrum building contribute to the overall historic character and 

charm of the town.  It recognises that places such as the reserves, the open spaces 

and the street furniture all contribute. It recognises that the streets we walk today are 

very recognisable as the streets walked by our colonial predecessors. 

34. The holistic approach better supports the items with the highest values by creating a 

level playing field with their neighbours than penalising them with additional 

restrictions.  For example if the same signage rules can apply across the Historic 

Area, then listed historic buildings and non-listed buildings touting for business 

operate. The piecemeal mindset places all the heritage derived controls and 

restrictions on the highest value buildings, thereby putting them at a disadvantage. 

35. Since the Historic Area was registered in Akaroa I have witnessed a great upsurge of 

interest in owning and restoring historic buildings.  However, the same has not 

applied outside the registered area.  Sadly, one of the original Libeau cottages up 

Rue Grehan was burnt down for fire practice in 2011. It was not a listed building, but 

had the Akaroa Historic Area been extended to include this part of the town, I do not 

believe it would have happened. As it is, a tangible link with Akaroa’s first European 

settlers has been lost forever. That the Council expert has suggested that the 

absence of this Rue Grehan area being included is a justification for leaving the 

registered area out of the District Plan is illogical. 

Solution proposed 

36. In summary, Akaroa has been subject to numerous expert assessments and reports, 

without tangible benefit resulting. To subject the extant registered Historic Area to 

further intense study, with the objective of including only small parts of it in the District 

Plan will not protect its heritage nor its overall heritage character.  The existing 

mechanism is working well and the Akaroa Historic Area should be included as an 

overlay in the replacement Plan and referred to as a matter of discretion in the 

relevant zones to build upon the planning gains of the past 20 years resulting from 

the work of its active and committed community. 

 

Kathleen Susan Thompson      10 December 2015 


