Dunes Conference February 2011
This year’s conference of the Dune Restoration Trust was held at Ohope Beach in mid February.  The venue, Surf and Sand Conference Centre, was most appropriate, being right on the beach at the Ohiwa Harbour end of Ohope Beach.

One of the most valuable features of conferences, as you no doubt know, is networking with people from all around New Zealand.  Some of my most valuable information has been acquired as a result of contacts made at conferences.

The lecture programme included an overview of the newly published New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement, monitoring and recording changes in coastal dunes, how dunes are managed in South Africa, successful dune restoration projects in Bay of Plenty, and dune restoration using mechanical re-contouring (ie by bulldozers!) of dune scarps   

The Coastal Policy Statement, developed after an extensive public submission process, is a distinct improvement on its predecessor.  It identifies vehicles on beaches as a key issue which all local authorities are now required to address in their  official policy statements.  It advocates a precautionary approach in making decisions on coastal  conservation and development, and also the need for integration of policies and decisions across political boundaries.
It is very encouraging to see in policy 25, a requirement to “discourage hard protection structures and promote the use of alternatives…including natural defences….”   The preferred use of natural solutions rather than hard structures to remedy or mitigate coastal dune erosion has always been advocated by the Dunes Trust.  There are now many New Zealand examples of the success of natural mitigation over hard structures.  The ongoing complaints from the public about the problems associated with the new Waihi Beach rock wall are a good illustration of how a Council can be wooed by owners of high value properties to implement an expensive hard barrier rather than a low-priced natural solution, despite abundant local examples of how the natural approach works best and is also much cheaper .
I was delighted to see preservation of the natural darkness of the night sky as an official national coastal policy.  It would be good to see some discussion of this policy in Piha .

A feature of Dunes Conferences is ‘Regional Roundup’ where a number of groups and councils from around the country report on ground-breaking restoration projects. This session gives all groups a very valuable pool of information and advice based on real experience.
The second day of Conference was devoted to a field trip, visiting a number of local sites. 
As we travelled around the Ohiwa Harbour a lively discussion was held on the bus about the best approach to the increasing proliferation of Mangroves in our harbours.   The causes of the increase in Mangroves was put down to a number of factors, including global warming, sedimentation from farming and development activities, and even wave activity in harbours.  Sedimentation reduces waves in harbours, and Mangroves are wave and wind sensitive.  They are also frost sensitive, so warmer temperatures encourage growth and spread from north to south.  The opinion on the bus was fairly evenly divided between letting nature take its course, and controlling Mangroves.  
The erosion on the coastal side of  Ohiwa was prominent news in the national press in 1995 when a number of houses fell into the sea, despite rocks and old car bodies having been placed on the coastal margin to keep the waves at bay.  Since then, natural oscillations have allowed a huge area of dune and wetland to develop.  Local Coastcare groups and the Council have established  healthy coastal vegetation rather than allowing a vast weed field to develop.  With the help of a trusted contractor to Coastcare Bay of Plenty, rabbits, as well as invasive weeds are well controlled.  
An interesting development has been that ten sections which were under water for decades, are now again dry land, and some owners have been quick to reclaim their valuable coastal land for which they still hold title.  One such owner has built a very innovative, but intrusive house in three sections so that it can be removed within 48 hours if necessary.  By-laws have now been amended so that the other nine property owners can only erect structures the size of a caravan on their land.

At Ohope Beach we saw the use of a sand-filled sausage to mitigate erosion at a stream mouth, and huge sand pillows to anchor existing storm-water outlets on the beach rather than further inland where they were causing huge erosion.  Future house builders have to deal with  storm-water on their own land.
With the proliferation of extreme weather events in recent times, we were advised that calling an event a “one in a hundred years event” is meaningless.  A more useful forecasting description is a 1% chance of an extreme event in any one year.  

Our final stop was at the Naturally Native Plant Nursery where we saw huge shade houses of Spinifex, grown from seeds gathered from all over the North Island (including Piha), which will be returned to their original loctions.  We also saw the painstaking process of hand extracting viable seeds from donated spinifex seed heads.  Despite many experiments, the nursery hasn’t found any mechanisms that are more cost effective than hand sorting.

So ended a very full two days devoted to the studying the process of conserving and enhancing our coastal margins, renewing old acquaintances and establishing new ones. Roll on next year’s conference in a new location, with new people to meet and new information to absorb.
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