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1. QUALIFICATIONS AND EXPERIENCE 

1.1 My full name is Nicola Jane Smetham.  I am a Landscape Architect 

employed by Rough and Milne Landscape Architects Limited.   

1.2 My qualifications are a degree in Landscape Architecture.  I am a 

registered member of the New Zealand Institute of Landscape 

Architects Inc. and I am a member of the Resource Management Law 

Association of New Zealand Inc.  

1.3 I have 18 years experience as a landscape architect and for 

approximately the last 12 years I have specialised in landscape 

assessment work.  This has included undertaking landscape and 

visual effects assessments associated with a wide variety of 

development proposals throughout New Zealand.  

1.4 I have resided in Christchurch all my life and I am quite familiar with 

the Port Hills landscape.  I regularly pursue recreational activities on 

the Port Hills and have made recent visits to the application site and its 

surroundings that are the subject of this evidence.  

1.5 The Christchurch Gondola Limited engaged me to prepare evidence in 

support of their submission on the proposed Replacement District Plan 

(pRDP) Chapter 9 - Natural and Cultural Heritage in relation to the 

consideration of future recreation and tourism activities in the vicinity 

of the Gondola. 

1.6 In the course of preparing my evidence I have perused the following: 

(a) The proposed Replacement District Plan, Chapter 9 and Stage 2 

and Stage 3 Planning Map 52; 

(b) Section 32 Report Stage 3 – Chapter 9, Appendix 3.1 Technical 

Landscape Overview Report; 

(c) Evidence of Ms Yvonne Pfluger (Landscape Architect) on behalf 

of Christchurch City Council; 

(d) Evidence of Shirley Ferguson (Planner) on behalf of 

Christchurch City Council; 
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(e) Application for licence to construct and manage a Mountain Bike 

Track on Mt Cavendish and Lyttelton Scenic Reserves, April 

2007 prepared by Mt Cavendish Mountain Bike Limited. 

1.7 I previously prepared an assessment in December 2012 for the 

Gondola protection works involving earth bunds and a rock fall fence 

immediately below the Summit Road.  During the course of preparing 

this assessment, I considered the effects of the protection works on 

the landscape and visual amenity of the Port Hills and undertook a 

visual assessment of the Gondola components from salient viewpoints 

in the locality. 

1.8 I am familiar with the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses in the 

Environment Court Practice Note (2014).  I confirm that I have 

complied with that practice note in preparing this evidence.  In 

particular I confirm that my evidence is within my area of expertise and 

the opinions I have expressed are my own except where I have stated 

that I have relied on the evidence of other people.  I have not omitted 

any facts known to me that may be material in influencing my 

evidence. 

2. SCOPE 

2.1 My evidence is focused on whether the landscape-related objectives 

and policies of the pRDP, Chapter 9 would enable consideration of 

appropriate recreation/tourism based activities within the Outstanding 

Natural Landscape (ONL).  My evidence refers to visual absorption 

capability of the landscape and whether recreation/tourism-based 

activities (subject to their scale and nature) could be accommodated 

and compatible with the ONL values.  

2.2 The structure of my evidence is set out as follows:    

(a) Description of the Gondola and its receiving environment; 

(b) Assessment methodology; 

(c) Statutory considerations under the pRDP; 
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(d) Evaluation of potential effects on ONL values, landscape and 

natural character; and 

(e) Conclusion. 

2.3 My written statement of evidence is accompanied by and is to be read 

in conjunction with a separate A3-size graphic supplement containing 

14 sheets.  Sheets 1 and 2 illustrate the general surroundings of the 

Gondola Summit Station, Sheets 3 -11 comprise an aerial showing the 

landscape context, the Gondola location, the location and photo-

panoramas from surrounding viewpoints.  Sheets 12 – 14 show 

detailed contours of the area immediately surrounding the 

Gondola Summit Station. 

3. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

3.1 The Christchurch Gondola Limited has made a submission on the 

pRDP, Chapter 9 – Natural and Cultural Heritage specifically 

concerning the consideration of future recreation and tourism activities 

in the vicinity of the Gondola.  My evidence considers whether 

appropriate recreation/tourism based activities could be co-located 

with the Christchurch Gondola without compromising the Chapter 9 

objectives and policies relating to the ONL of the eastern Port Hills.  

3.2 My evidence sets out the methodology of my assessment and 

describes the receiving landscape.  I have made reference to the 

relevant pRDP objectives and policies relating to the ONL, including 

the ONL qualities identified for the landscape.  My evidence identifies 

potential landscape and visual effects that may arise from potential 

appropriate recreation/tourism development and evaluates the ability 

of the landscape to absorb the likely changes arising from such 

development.  Finally, I address the effects of appropriate 

recreation/tourism development on the ONL qualities. 

3.3 My findings suggest that the landscape has the capability to absorb 

limited change for a number of reasons including, the large scale and 

complexity of the Port Hills landform and volcanic features in 

comparison to the smaller scale of development likely to be proposed; 

limited visibility due to viewing distances; methods of mitigation that 
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may be employed to reduce effects; the existence of structures and 

co-location of development with these; and likely compatibility with the 

existing recreational/tourism character. 

3.4 I conclude that the appropriate recreation/tourism-related development 

should be supported by the ONL objectives and policies of the pRDP.  

Furthermore, I am satisfied that an assessment of a proposal on its 

own merits against the assessment criteria in Rule 9.2 will protect the 

ONL values identified for this area of the Port Hills. 

4. DESCRIPTION OF THE GONDOLA AND ITS RECEIVING 

ENVIRONMENT 

4.1 The Christchurch Gondola is located within the eastern Port Hills and 

traverses the steep slopes between the head of Heathcote Valley to 

the summit slopes of Mt Cavendish.  The Christchurch Gondola is an 

important tourist attraction and offers a Time Tunnel experience, a 

café and the Pinnacle Function Centre. 

4.2 Three land parcels contain the various components of the gondola.  

The Gondola Base Station is located at the head of Heathcote Valley 

within private property owned by The Christchurch Gondola Limited.  

The site is 4.1771 ha in area and accessed from the ‘No Exit’ 

extension of the Bridle Path Road.  The Base Station is nestled into 

the base of the hill with a car park that provides for 120 visitor cars, 

7 coaches and 17 staff car parks.  From the Base Station site, the 

gondola’s nine towers traverse the steep slopes of 

Scotts Valley Reserve, rising 445 vertical metres over a distance of 

approximately 1 km to the Summit Station at the top of Mt Cavendish.  

The gondola towers immediately below the Summit Road are located 

within Scotts Valley Reserve, which is described as Lot 2 DP82547 

and consists of 118.5 ha of rural land.  

4.3 The Mt Cavendish Scenic Reserve consists of two lots.  Lot 3 

DP619667 with an area of 7.3802 ha comprises the gondola lease 

site, the west facing bluff, and northeast facing slopes.  Lot 2 DP57455 

with an area of 17.76 ha comprises the area of land immediately 

adjoining the Gondola Summit Station to the south, including the 
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southwest trending ridgeline, west facing slopes descending to the 

Bridle Path saddle (at 348 masl) and a steep southeast bluff facing 

Lyttelton.  The Lyttelton Scenic Reserve (Pt Res 101) comprises the 

remaining bulk of the southeast facing slopes overlooking Lyttelton in 

two areas totalling 19.4 ha on either side of Major Hornbrook Track.   

4.4 The Gondola Summit Station lies above the Summit Road, close to the 

Crater Rim contained by a lease area of 0.1177 ha (Lot 1, DP61966).  

The Summit Station sits at 435 masl on the steep rock scarp of the 

Mt Cavendish with a 360 degree outlook over Christchurch City and 

Lyttelton Harbour.  The Summit Station is rendered to match the 

surrounding rock colours and from some viewpoints is difficult to 

distinguish as a building.  There is no road access to the 

Summit Station although a number of tracks criss-cross the slopes 

surrounding and immediately below the Summit Station.   

4.5 The landscape setting in the vicinity of the Gondola Summit Station 

comprises the land above the Summit Road (refer to Sheets 1 – 3, 

12 – 14).  It is large in scale with an open character and consists of the 

Mt Cavendish summit at 445, a northeast/southwest trending ridgeline 

with east and west facing slopes, and rock bluffs to the north and 

south.  The area contains farm fences and is managed through 

grazing by sheep and goats.  The east facing slopes comprise gentle 

contours covered with flax and a relatively homogenous tussock 

grassland cover that descend to a roadside lay-by.  Recent 

revegetation planting has been undertaken along the edge of the east 

facing slopes.  
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Photograph 1.  East facing slopes 

4.6 A sheer rocky bluff immediately below the Gondola Summit Station to 

the north provides visual and physical separation from the Summit 

Road.  To the west of the Summit Station slopes drop away relatively 

steeply before flattening in a series of stepped platforms along the 

ridgeline to the saddle, Bridle Path shelter, lookout and vehicle lay-by 

on the saddle.   
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Photograph 2. Rock bluff above Summit Road 

 

 

Photograph 3. West facing slopes east of Bridle Path shelter 

4.7 The west slopes are coarsely textured and consist of scattered rock 

outcrops, patches of native scrub including ((flax, matagouri, 

Plagianthus, Coprosma, Meuhlenbeckia, Mahoe), open areas of Poa 
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cita, and weed species mainly comprising European broom and 

elderberry.  South of the Gondola Summit Station the ridgeline falls as 

a series of steep bluffs and vegetated steps towards Lyttelton Harbour.   

 

Photograph 4. Bluffs facing Lyttelton 

4.8 A number of tracks traverse the east and western slopes immediately 

surrounding the gondola providing links to the Mt Cavendish Bluffs 

Track, The Tors, Major Hornbrook Track, Chalmers Track, and the 

Bridle Path.   

Zoning 

4.9 The Base Station, car park and first two towers lie within the Rural 

Hills Zone, while the Summit Station and top seven towers lie within 

the Open Space Natural (ON) Zone that covers the Port Hills Mt 

Cavendish and Scotts Valley reserves.  These reserves are 

designated as Ecological Heritage sites 27:05 and 27:06 respectively 

and valued for their geological features, including volcanic rock 

outcrops and native vegetation comprised of silver tussock grassland 

shrub.  

4.10 An Outstanding Natural Landscape (ONL 38.2) overlay is shown 

across the ON zone (refer to CCP Planning Maps 52, Stage 2 and 3).   
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Existing natural character, landscape character and visual 

amenity values 

4.11 The Ōtautahi/Christchurch City Landscape Study describes the 

Eastern Port Hills and its values at Section 4.1.2.  The salient points 

identified and of relevance to the gondola include: 

(a) The legibility of volcanic history with the outer slopes of the 

former volcano eroded into a radial pattern.  The rocky summit of 

Mt Cavendish at 445 masl and its crests form part of the 

distinctive ‘crater rim’.  Basalt cliffs and lava outcrops are 

particularly prevalent and especially visible in the Summit Road 

cuttings around Mt Cavendish. 

(b) The land cover predominantly comprises areas of grazed 

grassland with silver tussock amongst a matrix of introduced 

grasses and requires ongoing grazing maintenance to combat 

the re-growth of woody weeds. 

(c) A number of culturally important landscape features are located 

close to the Gondola.  These include the peak of O-Kete-

Upoko,1 which for Maori relates to historical events and links to 

important creation, migration and settlement traditions 

associated with the area.  The Bridle Path is similarly linked to 

early European settlement as a route between Lyttelton and 

Christchurch.   

(d) The Mt Cavendish Reserve is part of a chain of reserves offering 

recreational opportunities and is adjacent to the Lyttelton Scenic 

Reserve at Mt Cavendish with the aim to protect and enhance 

the Port Hills' biodiversity, the City’s rural backdrop, protect 

views, provide for public access and prevent housing creeping 

onto the upper part of the Port Hills. 

(e) As a key area recreationally, the gondola is particularly 

accessible from the suburbs, relatively close to the centre of 

                                                
 

1
 Maori name for the rocky heights above Lyttelton meaning ‘place of the basket of 

heads’ 
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Christchurch, is located in association with a network of tracks 

and the Summit Road and provides important public access to 

the Port Hills, popular with tourists, cyclists, both road and 

mountain bikers, walkers and runners.  I note that the Port Hills 

are popular with climbers and hang-gliders also. 

(f) A number of landscape elements modify the natural character of 

the Eastern Port Hills in the vicinity of the gondola.  These are 

identified as the prominent mid-elevation line of pylons that 

traverse the hills between Horotane Valley and Dyers Pass 

Road, farm fence lines, pipe line, and the radio masts on 

Mt Pleasant/Tauhinu Korokio. 

(g) And to quote ‘The eastern Port Hills form a foil of largely 

undeveloped rugged tops, contrasting with the urban 

environment located on the spurs, valleys and plains below.  The 

open character and natural appearance of the Port Hills 

contribute to the visual and recreational amenity of Christchurch, 

as they form a primary feature of the city’s identity that provides 

for a variety of recreation and access opportunities’.’2 

5. ASESSMENT METHODOLOGY 

5.1 During December 2012, and more recently in November and 

December of this year, I undertook a number of site visits to ascertain 

the site characteristics and visibility of the gondola facility within the 

Port Hills Recreational Area and from various surrounding viewpoints.  

My evidence contains a description of the gondola site/s and 

immediate surrounding landscape context, and an assessment of the 

landscape’s potential suitability for absorbing additional development 

associated with the Gondola Summit Station relating to recreation or 

tourism. 

5.2 In preparation for my site visits, I spent time identifying the current 

planning context, and refreshing my knowledge of landscape character 

areas identified in the Otautahi/Christchurch City Landscape Study.  I 

                                                
 
2 Otautahi/Christchurch City Landscape Study, Section 4, page 85 
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traversed the Summit Road and various tracks, took photographs, 

considered potential development opportunities and the consequent 

effects this may have on the existing Port Hills landscape character 

and values. 

5.3 In understanding the landscape and potential opportunities, particular 

attention was paid to views of the landscape areas where proposed 

development may occur from public vantage points, notably from the 

Summit Road and other public roads, which afford views to the 

landscape of the Gondola Summit Station.  I also relied on my 

previous assessment to clarify viewpoints and the degree of visibility of 

the gondola components as a guide to the potential visibility of 

additional structures in the locality.  I assessed the suitability of the 

land for development, paying attention to slope gradients, aspect, 

signs of visible erosion, obvious drainage paths, existing vegetation 

and access opportunities.  

5.4 During my site visits I identified the physical boundaries of proposed 

areas suitable for recreation/tourism development (refer Sheets 12 - 

14) and considered what might be acceptable characteristics of any 

new development that would be consistent with existing scale and 

levels of visibility.  

6. STATUTORY CONSIDERATIONS UNDER THE PRDP  

6.1 I acknowledge that in the absence of a proposal outlining the nature 

and scale of future development, it is difficult to ascertain potential 

effects arising from tourism/recreational development.  However, if one 

considers the objectives and policies and rules contained within 

Chapter 9: Natural and Cultural Heritage, then direction is given as to 

whether the area surrounding the gondola has potential to absorb 

tourism/recreational development, while achieving the desired 

landscape outcomes.   
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6.2 Objective 9.2.1.1 ONL is given effect to by Policy 9.2.2.2 which seeks 

to ‘recognise the qualities of outstanding natural landscapes and 

protect them from inappropriate subdivision, use and development.’  

The recognised qualities of the Port Hills are listed at 9.2.2.2(a)(ii) as: 

(a) distinctive volcanic landform with highly legible crater rim, rocky 

outcrops, radial spurs and valleys. 

(b) skyline forms an important visual backdrop to Otautahi/ 

Christchurch. 

(c) a natural landscape characterised by openness and a general 

absence of human-made structures on the upper slopes and 

ridges, particularly the area east of Dyers Pass Road. 

(d) the colours of the hills reflect the seasonal changes. 

(e) a major recreation resource for the city’s residents and visitors. 

(f) the presence of important areas of indigenous vegetation 

including remnants and restored bush in gullies/cliffs and 

tussocks on spurs and slopes. 

(g) important to Ngāi Tahu, especially those prominent peaks and 

passes, streams and vegetation that relate to key tribal origin, 

migration and settlement traditions, including mahinga kai. 

(h) a predominance of natural features, processes and patterns with 

existing development generally well integrated into the 

landscape. 

6.3 Direction on how protection to the above qualities is to be undertaken 

is given by Policy 9.2.2.2(b) by:  

(a) avoiding development that breaks the skyline, including the 

crater rim, ridgelines on Banks Peninsula and the radial spurs of 

the Port Hills. 

(b) avoiding subdivision and development in those parts of the 

outstanding natural landscapes with little or no capacity to 
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absorb change and allow limited subdivision and development in 

those areas with higher potential to absorb change. 

(c) managing or avoiding specific activities and adverse effects as 

set out in policy 9.2.2.7. 

6.4 Policy 9.2.2.7 provides for specific activities to occur such as: 

a. i) enable small scale buildings associated with farming and 

recreation activities, recognising that these activities are 

integral to maintaining the … natural character of the Port 

Hills. 

 ii) enables small scale additions to existing buildings. 

 iii) promote use of natural materials and finishes that integrate 

into the landscape. 

 iv) minimise reflectivity, glare and light spill where it would 

increase the visibility of development and detract from a 

natural setting. 

 and at  

 c. i) limit the scale of earthworks, access tracks and new roads. 

 ii) ensure natural contours are followed and alterations to 

natural landforms, such as legible rock outcrops are  

avoided. 

 iii) ensure adverse effects are mitigated and remedial works 

such as revegetation are effective, taking into account the 

local climatic conditions. 

6.5 The Landscape Overlay Rules for the ONL specify at 9.2.3.2.1 that 

buildings of a certain type and size are discretionary activities.  

Buildings for other uses (including tourism) and of a greater size are 

non-complying.  Clearly some buildings are anticipated within the ONL 

by the pRDP.  I note that development for the purpose of tourism is 

likely to require some form of building/structure and possibly access 

tracks however, because the nature and scale of future development 
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is as yet undetermined, a land use application for such a proposal is 

likely to be non-complying..   

6.6 I have also considered the assessment matters3 relating to effects on 

natural and cultural heritage, including natural and open character, 

visibility and amenity values.  The assessment matters (refer Appendix 

A) are directly related to the ONL qualities of the Port Hills and I am 

satisfied that application of these criteria to any application for a 

tourism or recreation activity would enable a balanced outcome 

enabling tourism/recreation while protecting natural values. 

7. EVALUATION OF POTENTIAL EFFECTS ON LANDSCAPE AND 

NATURAL CHARACTER 

Identifying landscape and visual effects 

7.1 This assessment considers whether the Port Hills landscape has the 

potential to absorb additional and appropriate recreation or rural 

tourism development associated with the Gondola Summit Station 

without adverse effects on the ONL values.  

7.2 Under the pRDP, Objective 9.2.1.1 and policy 9.2.2.2 focus on the 

protection of ONL rather than providing for appropriate use and 

development.  The RMA does not require that outstanding natural 

landscape be preserved in their current form, rather that the 

characteristics which make them outstanding are to be protected from 

inappropriate land use and development and any adverse effects are 

avoided, remedied or mitigated.  This does not necessarily mean that 

development is to be avoided but that it must be appropriate and this 

means managing change. 

7.3 It is important to recognise that ONL are sensitive to adverse effects 

from many kinds of development which can impact on openness, 

naturalness, interrupt views, damage a landform or result in partial or 

complete loss of a feature.  Notwithstanding this, the reasonable 

needs associated with recreation and tourism must be taken into 

account when managing landscapes to achieve the purpose of the 

                                                
 

3
 9.2.4 Assessment Matters – Natural and Cultural Heritage a) – j). 
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RMA and Objective 9.2.1.1, especially with reference to Policy 

9.2.2.2(ii)E which identifies one of the qualities of the Port Hills as 

being ‘A major recreation resource for the city’s residents and visitors’.  

As noted by the section 32 report prepared by the Council, there is 

nonetheless a need to allow some flexibility over the natural and 

extent of use and development within these areas so that people and 

communities can still provide for their economic, cultural and social 

well-being such as for recreation and tourism.  Given this, in my 

opinion tourism activities should be explicitly provided for within the 

policy suite. 

7.4 There is predictably some tension between the protection of ONL 

where it coincides with the provision of recreational/tourist facilities.  

Although conservation and scenic values are the primary objectives in 

managing the Port Hills reserves, it is recognised that sometimes other 

conflicting issues need to be addressed including public access, 

recreational/tourism facilities and activities.   

7.5 While researching relevant material, I discovered the Planning 

Tribunal’s response to witnesses' concerns over unrestricted public 

access presented during the course of the hearing to establish the 

gondola within the Mt Cavendish scenic reserve (Payo Developments 

Limited v Heathcote County Council and Ors Decision NO. W33/88 of 

the Planning Tribunal 6 July 1988).  The Planning Tribunal considered 

that the purpose of a scenic reserve involved a high level of public 

access and enjoyment in contrast to nature or scientific reserves 

where public access was precluded or limited.  The Tribunal 

distinguished between the purposes of scenic, nature and scientific 

reserves and held that in the case of a scenic reserve, considerable 

weight must be given to allowing public access and enjoyment. 

7.6 Finding the right balance between protection and use for a benefit 

enjoyed by all is challenging but not necessarily unachievable.  The 

gondola is a good example of an appropriate development that sits 

lightly on the landscape, is compatible with the natural setting, does 

not detract from the open character of the Port Hills and benefits 

tourism activity.     
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7.7 Landscape effects derive from changes in the physical landscape, 

which may give rise to changes in its character and how this is 

experienced.  In other words potential landscape effects are those that 

change the appearance of the landscape, including its natural 

character.  This may in turn affect the perceived value ascribed to the 

landscape.4  Visual effects relate to the changes that arise in the 

composition of available views as a result of changes to the 

landscape, to people’s response to the changes and to overall effects 

with respect to visual amenity.5   

7.8 Whether effects are adverse or not depends to a large extent on public 

expectation of what can be reasonably anticipated to occur in the 

landscape.  Allied to this is the landscape context in terms of its 

degree of naturalness/modification, existing patterns, scale, visibility 

and levels of public appreciation. 

7.9 The landscape and visual effects arising from potential 

recreation/tourism development are likely to result from: 

(a) An additional built structure/s within a highly natural landscape 

with open character; 

(b) Views of a built structure close to the skyline;  

(c) Changes to the landform/earthworks resulting from the 

construction; and 

(d) Removal of vegetation/addition of vegetation. 

Capacity of the landscape to absorb change 

7.10 Policy 9.2.2.2(b) outlined above sets out what is sought to be achieved 

in respect of the ONL, with further direction on managing or avoiding 

specific activities and adverse effects set out in Policy 9.2.2.7.  One of 

the main issues of relevance to the Gondola submission is whether the 

landscape has the ability to absorb physical changes without 

                                                
 
4 Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Assessment, 2nd edition.2002.  The Landscape Institute and the Institute of 
Environmental Management and Assessment, Spon Press 
5 Ibid 



18 

MRC-903654-4-167-V1 

transformation of its character and quality.  The sensitivity of the 

landscape to change is reflected by the degree to which a landscape 

is able to accommodate change (due to a particular development) 

without adverse effects on its character.6  

7.11 The landscape character of any area can be described as a particular 

combination of generic natural and physical elements such as 

landforms, (including features such as water bodies), land cover (such 

as vegetation, buildings etc) and land use (such as activities). 

Landscapes vary in their capacity to accommodate different forms of 

development according to their character, the context of the existing 

landscape, the nature of the proposed development and the type of 

change being considered.  The capacity of the landscape to 

accommodate change is quite different from the importance or value of 

the landscape.    

7.12 The aforementioned landscape setting in the vicinity of the Gondola 

Summit Station is large in scale with an open natural, rural character 

afforded by relatively homogenous tussock grassland and in places 

coarsely textured with patches of taller shrubs and scattered rocky 

outcrops.  It is within these areas that recreational/tourism 

development is most likely to occur or be proposed.   

7.13 From close proximity along the Summit Road and various tracks in the 

vicinity, the Gondola is an obvious structure and forms part of the 

existing recreational/tourism character of the receiving environment.  

Effects on this landscape character will depend largely on the nature 

and scale of the activity in relation to the landscape context.   

7.14 To illustrate this, I refer to the difficulty in discerning the Maccaferri 

Attenuator rockfall fence at 4 m high x 40 m long, which has been 

constructed below and within 30 m of the Summit Road.  

                                                
 

6
 Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment, 2

nd
 Edition, 2002 The 

Landscape Institute and the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment, 
Spon Press.   
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Photograph 5.  Maccaferri Attenuator fence – 4 m high x 40 m long 

 

7.15 For future potential development to be considered appropriate and 

integrate into the existing landscape character it must be obviously 

related to the Gondola tourism activity.  Mitigation in the form of 

planting, location of structures, materials and colour will also assist in 

determining the effects on landscape character.   

7.16 A large part of the landscape’s ability to accommodate change is a 

function of its context and the extent of visible change.  Accepting that 

the degree of change cannot be fully assessed without knowledge of 

the nature and scale of a proposal, I have used the Gondola Summit 

Station as a rough guide and assumed that any proposed tourism 

related development would likely involve a structure of a much lesser 

scale.  The criteria applied to my assessment of the landscape’s ability 

to absorb development includes the context, the landform, features, 

ridgeline position, elevation and slope aspect, consideration of existing 

vegetation cover, with respect to the viewing distance/proximity of 

viewers, the frequency at which an area is seen and attitudes of 

viewers towards recreation.   

7.17 In order to determine the absorption capability of the landscape in the 

vicinity of the Gondola, I was guided by my visual assessment 

previously undertaken for the protection works in December 2012.  
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This included a series of photo-panoramas from viewpoints 

representative of the outlook to the Port Hills from main travel routes 

and areas of recreational importance, except from Summit Road and 

Bridle Path, which were closed at that time due to earthquake damage 

and risk.  I have since visited these areas and taken photographs to 

satisfy myself of the general characteristics of the landscape 

surrounding the Gondola Summit Station and the visibility from the 

Summit Road, Bridle Path and the surrounding walking tracks (refer to 

Sheets 3 - 11 for the Viewpoint Location Map and Viewpoint 

Panoramas.   

7.18 As expected, development located in close proximity to the gondola on 

the east and west slopes (proposed as possible development areas) 

has the potential to be highly visible from within 100 m – 1.3 km for 

short distances along the Summit Road and tracks immediately 

around the Gondola Summit Station.  The east slopes are 

characterised by flax and silver tussock land-cover and consequently 

open and obvious from the Summit Road west of the Broadleaf Lane 

intersection looking southwards for a distance of about 800 m.  The 

Summit Station is obvious on the skyline and the access road and 

tracks over the tussock clad slopes below the Gondola are also visible.  

Parking is available at two roadside lay-bys affording clear views to the 

east slopes and access to various tracks in the locality, including the 

Major Hornbrook Track and Bluffs Track.  Views of the east slopes and 

gondola disappear as the Summit Road heads west and passes below 

the north facing steep rocky bluff.   
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Photograph 6. View from Summit Road looking southwest to east facing slopes 

7.19 The west slopes consist of a mix of scrub, European broom and 

elderberry, open areas of silver tussock with rock outcrops presenting 

a comparatively rough textured surface.  These slopes are obviously 

visible for approximately 1.1 km as the Summit Road descends from 

Castle Hill/Tihiokahukura and The Tors until about 300 m past the 

cattle stop.  Thereafter, the topography effectively screens much of the 

slopes uphill of the Summit Road. 
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Photograph 7. View from Crater Rim track within the Mt Cavendish Scenic 
Reserve, looking northeast along ridgeline, west facing slopes and 
Gondola Summit Station 

7.20 Change arising from development is likely to be obvious for users who 

will view development associated with the Gondola from walking or 

biking tracks, scenic viewpoints and the Summit Road in the 

immediate area, depending on whether the topography or vegetation 

screens views or views of the development are in close proximity for a 

short time, the nature and scale of the activity and viewers' expectation 

of what is an appropriate activity in the area.  

7.21 Views from further afield in Heathcote Valley will be obtained from 

mid-distances (i.e. Tunnel Road at 1.1 km, Martindales Road at 1.6 

km, Truscotts Road at 1.9 km, Heathcote Soccer Club Rooms at 2.3 

km, Ferry Crossing - Heathcote River 2.8 km) but well below the 

Gondola Summit Station slopes so there is potential for development 

to appear to be close to or on the skyline (refer Sheets 6 – 11).  In 

general, from these locations and without consideration of mitigation, 

visibility will be lessened by the perspective, slope aspect and/or 

intervening topography which will inevitably screen part or all proposed 

development, although this will be largely dependent on the 
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comparative scale and nature of the proposed development and 

viewer familiarity.   

7.22 It is evident that, from the surrounding wider environment where views 

are at a distance of over 3 km, skyline views may be discernible but 

not obvious.  Such locations include Tunnel Road at 3.3 km, Port Hills 

Road at 3.7 km, Ferry Road at 3.8 km, and Humphries Drive at 4.1 km 

from where viewers look south to the Port Hills backdrop 

encompassing Mt Pleasant, Mt Cavendish and Castle Rock (refer 

Sheets 10 – 11). From these locations, the Gondola is barely 

noticeable/seen as a relatively small structure particularly when 

compared to the pine trees close to the top of Mt Pleasant.  Views of 

the east slopes are visible as thin sliver above the rocky bluff and 

Summit Road.  There is potential to extend the rough texture 

associated with the rocky bluff onto the east slopes to mitigate visual 

effects.  The west slopes are essentially foreshortened from this 

perspective and therefore become less visible because of slope 

aspect. 

7.23 Overall, and from the majority of surrounding viewpoints, the Gondola 

Summit Station landscape has the capability to absorb some change 

for the following reasons: 

(a) The large scale and complexity of the Port Hills landform and its 

volcanic features are likely to remain intact and potentially 

unaffected by small scale structures.   For the most part, 

appreciation of the legibility of the Port Hills landform is gained at 

distances of between 1.3 – 6.5 km and the gondola structure 

indicates that this is likely to be maintained even with the 

introduction of further structures.   

(b) Potential development is likely to be a minor component of the 

wider view at distances of between 1.3 – 6.5 km.  This is 

because, comparatively speaking, the scale of development is 

likely to be small in relation to the overall scale of the Port Hills 

landform.  
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(c) The potential mitigation afforded by suitable building materials 

and colour will reduce the visibility of structures against the 

backdrop of tussock grassland and rock outcrops.   

(d) The Gondola is part of the recreational character of the area and 

does not appreciably detract from the existing landscape 

features.  Based on this observation, the presence of additional 

built structures have the potential to appear as part of a cluster 

of structures that facilitate access to the Port Hills recreation 

area and enhance a tourist experience.  For some viewers, 

structures will be accepted as a benefit to recreation and 

tourism. 

(e) Assuming that any vegetation removed by development will be 

replaced with naturally occurring indigenous species, changes 

arising from the removal of vegetation are not likely to be 

obvious from Heathcote Valley and the wider surroundings 

because of the nature of the existing vegetation (i.e. the removal 

of vegetation will not include trees) and the viewing distances.  

(f) In the event of the removal of vegetation, areas of disturbed 

ground would be replanted with indigenous species to maintain 

consistency with the existing surrounding vegetation and have 

the potential to improve natural character/increase biodiversity.   

(g) Changes to landform or earthworks can be readily mitigated 

especially in close proximity by subtle re-contouring, the 

retention of rock features and replanting of indigenous species.   

Effects on an Outstanding Natural Landscape (ONL) 

7.24 The following discussion considers the qualities outlined by the Policy 

9.2.2.2 (listed above) and the methods employed to protect them with 

regard to appropriate development.   

7.25 At ii) A and B, the distinctive volcanic landform with its highly legible 

features and distinctive skyline is recognised as ONL values.  These 

remain intact despite the presence of the Gondola Summit Station 

intruding into the skyline and its location on the crater rim.  This is 
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largely due to the large scale of the landform in comparison to the 

gondola, the orientation of viewers in relation to the topography and 

the range of viewing distances.  The jagged skyline, presence of rock 

outcrops and comparatively large scale of the landscape permit the 

visual absorption of the gondola, aided by the colour and material of 

the built structure which replicates natural landscape elements.  In my 

opinion, a similar outcome may be anticipated by further built 

structures.    

7.26 Policy 9.2.2.2 ii) C identifies the quality of openness and a general 

absence of manmade structures on the upper slopes and ridges and is 

closely aligned to ii) H a predominance of natural features, process 

and patterns with existing development generally well integrated into 

the landscape.  Both of these policies make reference to natural 

character.  The question is will the existing natural character in the 

vicinity of the Gondola Summit Station be adversely affected by 

additional tourism development. 

7.27 The following useful and workable definition of natural character has 

been developed over time by a number of landscape architects.   

Natural character can be thought of as the extent to which the 

naturally occurring elements, patterns and processes of a place, or 

resource, remain intact.  It does not exclude structures or other human 

induced changes – a place may retain some of its natural character 

even with a building on it – but it is reduced by their presence.  Natural 

character is generally understood to occur on a continuum from 

pristine to totally modified.  For clarification, naturalness is usually 

determined by assessing the degree by which landscapes have been 

modified in relation to their pre-human state.  Generally, the greater 

the evidence of human presence the less natural a landscape may be 

considered.   

7.28 Given this, the existing degree of natural character obviously varies 

considerably over the Port Hills and in the vicinity of the Gondola 

Summit Station is acknowledged as being modified by the number of 

built elements present including the gondola structures, the Bridle Path 

shelter and memorial/s, two large water tanks, a concrete bunker, the 

Mt Pleasant radio masts, pylons, the oil pipeline, fence lines, the rock 
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fall protection fences, the Summit Road and the minor modification of 

natural elements largely due to removal of indigenous vegetation 

through farming practices.   

7.29 Although the landscape would be further modified in part by the 

presence of additional built structures, these would be related to the 

provision of infrastructure to support recreation activities.  It is evident 

that most aspects of naturalness such as the dominance of natural 

elements (being vegetation and geological features) and patterns 

currently exist and natural processes largely continue, irrespective of 

the cluster of existing structures.  I consider that these aspects of 

natural character are likely to continue with the addition of further 

appropriate development, as long as it is relatively insignificant in 

scale and will not remove large areas of existing native vegetation.   

7.30 Concerns about the silver tussock and other significant plant 

communities are of relevance and I am of the opinion that future 

development would be able to satisfactorily address these matters 

through mitigation planting.  Moreover, the planting of additional native 

vegetation consistent with the existing native species and their 

distribution pattern where there is any disturbance to the groundcover 

will meet the key objective for the Port Hills reserves as being an 

enhancement of the native flora.  Therefore, mitigation through 

indigenous revegetation would contribute to an increased biodiversity 

and natural character.   

7.31 In my view, the presence of existing structures, particularly the 

gondola structure and its associated activity increases the ability for 

the landscape to absorb some incremental, co-located development 

(depending on its scale and nature) providing it is visually and 

physically associated with the gondola, maintains a visual coherence 

with the overall scene and any changes or removal of vegetation can 

be mitigated or offset to an acceptable extent to be commensurate 

with ONL values. 

7.32 With reference to ii) D I have considered the aesthetic and transient 

values in relation to seasonal changes and in providing a unique 

backdrop to the Canterbury Plains and determined that these are 
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unlikely to be undermined by additional development, again simply 

because of the large scale of the landscape and its appreciation from 

a distance.  This is supported by the gondola protection works visual 

assessment that established the generally low visibility of the gondola 

components from salient viewpoints.    

7.33 The Port Hills are recognised (at ii) E) and valued as a major 

recreation resource for the city’s residents and visitors.  The 

recreational opportunities afforded by the natural environment of the 

Port Hills are facilitated by the easy access and close proximity to 

Christchurch.  Important recreational values include the opportunity to 

experience the natural environment, surrounding native vegetation, 

volcanic features and the panoramic views afforded by elevated 

locations of the Port Hills.  In this regard, recreation/tourism 

development, when sited in association with the existing major tourist 

attraction of the Gondola, can be considered an appropriate activity 

and appropriately located provided that the landscape is sensitively 

managed to take into account the impacts of human activities.7   

7.34 ii) F relates to the presence of important areas of indigenous 

vegetation including remnants and restored bush in gullies/ cliffs and 

tussocks on spurs and slopes.  In my view, development within the 

Gondola Summit Station landscape would require an ecological 

assessment to determine what, if any, areas of ecological significance 

would be affected and the preparation of a management plan as a 

condition of consent.  If this was undertaken I consider that ONL 

values relating to indigenous vegetation would be maintained. 

7.35 ii) G In relation to ONL values of importance to Ngāi Tahu, on the face 

of it development associated with the Gondola Summit Station would 

avoid effects on passes, streams and vegetation (refer above) but may 

need further consideration with regard to Mt Cavendish by a suitably 

qualified cultural advisor.  

                                                
 

7
 CCP, Vol 1.2 Conservation 1, Zone description and purpose 
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8. CONCLUSION 

8.1 In my view, the addition of appropriate recreation/tourism related 

development should be supported by the ONL objectives and policies 

of the pRDP.  The reasons for this are that the landscape has the 

ability to absorb ‘appropriate’ development because it would be co-

located with the Gondola Summit Station (recognised as an existing 

major tourist attraction), in an area that would enable clustering or 

grouping of development to maximise recreational/tourism activities 

and depending on the scale and nature of the development, where 

effects on the open, natural character can be satisfactorily mitigated. 

8.2 I am satisfied that assessing a proposal against the assessment 

criteria in Rule 9.2.4 will protect the ONL values identified for this area 

of the Port Hills and will result in a land use that is consistent with/will 

not undermine the surrounding Port Hills natural, open character and 

scenic attributes, and complements the Port Hills as a major recreation 

and tourism resource.   

Nicola Jane Smetham 

10 December 2015 
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VIEWPOINT 14: Ferry Road looking southeast towards Gondola at a distance of 3.8km
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	(c) managing or avoiding specific activities and adverse effects as set out in policy 9.2.2.7.

	6.4 Policy 9.2.2.7 provides for specific activities to occur such as:
	6.5 The Landscape Overlay Rules for the ONL specify at 9.2.3.2.1 that buildings of a certain type and size are discretionary activities.  Buildings for other uses (including tourism) and of a greater size are non-complying.  Clearly some buildings are...
	6.6 I have also considered the assessment matters  relating to effects on natural and cultural heritage, including natural and open character, visibility and amenity values.  The assessment matters (refer Appendix A) are directly related to the ONL qu...

	7. EVALUATION OF POTENTIAL EFFECTS ON LANDSCAPE AND NATURAL CHARACTER
	7.1 This assessment considers whether the Port Hills landscape has the potential to absorb additional and appropriate recreation or rural tourism development associated with the Gondola Summit Station without adverse effects on the ONL values.
	7.2 Under the pRDP, Objective 9.2.1.1 and policy 9.2.2.2 focus on the protection of ONL rather than providing for appropriate use and development.  The RMA does not require that outstanding natural landscape be preserved in their current form, rather ...
	7.3 It is important to recognise that ONL are sensitive to adverse effects from many kinds of development which can impact on openness, naturalness, interrupt views, damage a landform or result in partial or complete loss of a feature.  Notwithstandin...
	7.4 There is predictably some tension between the protection of ONL where it coincides with the provision of recreational/tourist facilities.  Although conservation and scenic values are the primary objectives in managing the Port Hills reserves, it i...
	7.5 While researching relevant material, I discovered the Planning Tribunal’s response to witnesses' concerns over unrestricted public access presented during the course of the hearing to establish the gondola within the Mt Cavendish scenic reserve (P...
	7.6 Finding the right balance between protection and use for a benefit enjoyed by all is challenging but not necessarily unachievable.  The gondola is a good example of an appropriate development that sits lightly on the landscape, is compatible with ...
	7.7 Landscape effects derive from changes in the physical landscape, which may give rise to changes in its character and how this is experienced.  In other words potential landscape effects are those that change the appearance of the landscape, includ...
	7.8 Whether effects are adverse or not depends to a large extent on public expectation of what can be reasonably anticipated to occur in the landscape.  Allied to this is the landscape context in terms of its degree of naturalness/modification, existi...
	7.9 The landscape and visual effects arising from potential recreation/tourism development are likely to result from:
	(a) An additional built structure/s within a highly natural landscape with open character;
	(b) Views of a built structure close to the skyline;
	(c) Changes to the landform/earthworks resulting from the construction; and
	(d) Removal of vegetation/addition of vegetation.

	7.10 Policy 9.2.2.2(b) outlined above sets out what is sought to be achieved in respect of the ONL, with further direction on managing or avoiding specific activities and adverse effects set out in Policy 9.2.2.7.  One of the main issues of relevance ...
	7.11 The landscape character of any area can be described as a particular combination of generic natural and physical elements such as landforms, (including features such as water bodies), land cover (such as vegetation, buildings etc) and land use (s...
	7.12 The aforementioned landscape setting in the vicinity of the Gondola Summit Station is large in scale with an open natural, rural character afforded by relatively homogenous tussock grassland and in places coarsely textured with patches of taller ...
	7.13 From close proximity along the Summit Road and various tracks in the vicinity, the Gondola is an obvious structure and forms part of the existing recreational/tourism character of the receiving environment.  Effects on this landscape character wi...
	7.14 To illustrate this, I refer to the difficulty in discerning the Maccaferri Attenuator rockfall fence at 4 m high x 40 m long, which has been constructed below and within 30 m of the Summit Road.
	7.15 For future potential development to be considered appropriate and integrate into the existing landscape character it must be obviously related to the Gondola tourism activity.  Mitigation in the form of planting, location of structures, materials...
	7.16 A large part of the landscape’s ability to accommodate change is a function of its context and the extent of visible change.  Accepting that the degree of change cannot be fully assessed without knowledge of the nature and scale of a proposal, I ...
	7.17 In order to determine the absorption capability of the landscape in the vicinity of the Gondola, I was guided by my visual assessment previously undertaken for the protection works in December 2012.  This included a series of photo-panoramas from...
	7.18 As expected, development located in close proximity to the gondola on the east and west slopes (proposed as possible development areas) has the potential to be highly visible from within 100 m – 1.3 km for short distances along the Summit Road an...
	7.19 The west slopes consist of a mix of scrub, European broom and elderberry, open areas of silver tussock with rock outcrops presenting a comparatively rough textured surface.  These slopes are obviously visible for approximately 1.1 km as the Summi...
	7.20 Change arising from development is likely to be obvious for users who will view development associated with the Gondola from walking or biking tracks, scenic viewpoints and the Summit Road in the immediate area, depending on whether the topograph...
	7.21 Views from further afield in Heathcote Valley will be obtained from mid-distances (i.e. Tunnel Road at 1.1 km, Martindales Road at 1.6 km, Truscotts Road at 1.9 km, Heathcote Soccer Club Rooms at 2.3 km, Ferry Crossing - Heathcote River 2.8 km) b...
	7.22 It is evident that, from the surrounding wider environment where views are at a distance of over 3 km, skyline views may be discernible but not obvious.  Such locations include Tunnel Road at 3.3 km, Port Hills Road at 3.7 km, Ferry Road at 3.8 k...
	7.23 Overall, and from the majority of surrounding viewpoints, the Gondola Summit Station landscape has the capability to absorb some change for the following reasons:
	(a) The large scale and complexity of the Port Hills landform and its volcanic features are likely to remain intact and potentially unaffected by small scale structures.   For the most part, appreciation of the legibility of the Port Hills landform is...
	(b) Potential development is likely to be a minor component of the wider view at distances of between 1.3 – 6.5 km.  This is because, comparatively speaking, the scale of development is likely to be small in relation to the overall scale of the Port H...
	(c) The potential mitigation afforded by suitable building materials and colour will reduce the visibility of structures against the backdrop of tussock grassland and rock outcrops.
	(d) The Gondola is part of the recreational character of the area and does not appreciably detract from the existing landscape features.  Based on this observation, the presence of additional built structures have the potential to appear as part of a ...
	(e) Assuming that any vegetation removed by development will be replaced with naturally occurring indigenous species, changes arising from the removal of vegetation are not likely to be obvious from Heathcote Valley and the wider surroundings because ...
	(f) In the event of the removal of vegetation, areas of disturbed ground would be replanted with indigenous species to maintain consistency with the existing surrounding vegetation and have the potential to improve natural character/increase biodivers...
	(g) Changes to landform or earthworks can be readily mitigated especially in close proximity by subtle re-contouring, the retention of rock features and replanting of indigenous species.

	7.24 The following discussion considers the qualities outlined by the Policy 9.2.2.2 (listed above) and the methods employed to protect them with regard to appropriate development.
	7.25 At ii) A and B, the distinctive volcanic landform with its highly legible features and distinctive skyline is recognised as ONL values.  These remain intact despite the presence of the Gondola Summit Station intruding into the skyline and its loc...
	7.26 Policy 9.2.2.2 ii) C identifies the quality of openness and a general absence of manmade structures on the upper slopes and ridges and is closely aligned to ii) H a predominance of natural features, process and patterns with existing development ...
	7.27 The following useful and workable definition of natural character has been developed over time by a number of landscape architects.   Natural character can be thought of as the extent to which the naturally occurring elements, patterns and proces...
	7.28 Given this, the existing degree of natural character obviously varies considerably over the Port Hills and in the vicinity of the Gondola Summit Station is acknowledged as being modified by the number of built elements present including the gondo...
	7.29 Although the landscape would be further modified in part by the presence of additional built structures, these would be related to the provision of infrastructure to support recreation activities.  It is evident that most aspects of naturalness s...
	7.30 Concerns about the silver tussock and other significant plant communities are of relevance and I am of the opinion that future development would be able to satisfactorily address these matters through mitigation planting.  Moreover, the planting ...
	7.31 In my view, the presence of existing structures, particularly the gondola structure and its associated activity increases the ability for the landscape to absorb some incremental, co-located development (depending on its scale and nature) providi...
	7.32 With reference to ii) D I have considered the aesthetic and transient values in relation to seasonal changes and in providing a unique backdrop to the Canterbury Plains and determined that these are unlikely to be undermined by additional develop...
	7.33 The Port Hills are recognised (at ii) E) and valued as a major recreation resource for the city’s residents and visitors.  The recreational opportunities afforded by the natural environment of the Port Hills are facilitated by the easy access and...
	7.34 ii) F relates to the presence of important areas of indigenous vegetation including remnants and restored bush in gullies/ cliffs and tussocks on spurs and slopes.  In my view, development within the Gondola Summit Station landscape would require...
	7.35 ii) G In relation to ONL values of importance to Ngāi Tahu, on the face of it development associated with the Gondola Summit Station would avoid effects on passes, streams and vegetation (refer above) but may need further consideration with regar...

	8. CONCLUSION
	8.1 In my view, the addition of appropriate recreation/tourism related development should be supported by the ONL objectives and policies of the pRDP.  The reasons for this are that the landscape has the ability to absorb ‘appropriate’ development bec...
	8.2 I am satisfied that assessing a proposal against the assessment criteria in Rule 9.2.4 will protect the ONL values identified for this area of the Port Hills and will result in a land use that is consistent with/will not undermine the surrounding ...
	Nicola Jane Smetham
	10 December 2015
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