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At the cusp of change – why forestry must be part of 
the sustainable future of Tairāwhiti
Julian Kohn

Abstract
This paper by the Chairman of the Eastland 

Wood Council attempts to put into some context, 
with the benefit of hindsight, the issues and actions 
that arose during the relatively recent weather events 
in Tairāwhiti. That is, how the events were viewed  
at the time by the industry and others. Also what  
the industry has done, and continues to do, as we look 
to what the industry’s future might be in this region.

Aftermath of cyclone
One of the biggest challenges the forestry 

industry faced in Tairāwhiti after Cyclone Gabrielle, 
and the other severe storms from 2021 to 2023, was 
that it  didn’t tell its own story.  In the aftermath,  

the imagery and narrative was heavily negative 
towards forestry. Contractors and companies just got 
on with the work quietly instead of being proactive 
in the media.

Most forestry roads were inaccessible after  
the cyclone so workers and machines were deployed 
to clean wood off city beaches in Gisborne, and up 
the coast at Ūawa/Tolaga Bay and Tokomaru Bay, 
as well as private properties around the district  
(Figure 1). Forestry workers with spades, diggers 
and trucks helped the township of Te Karaka whose 
400 residents had fled to higher ground after a 
stopbank collapse inundated their homes with  
flood water. Woody debris was chopped into firewood 
and distributed.

Figure 1: Hikuwai No. 1 bridge collapse cutting access to Tokomaru Bay township from Gisborne
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Eastland Wood Council (EWC) became the public 
face and voice of the industry as it responded to 
media queries. This shielded individual companies 
from direct criticism and freed them up to get out 
there, talk to landowners and help clean up damage. 
This also helped maintain a workforce.

Forestry machinery and labour were offered 
to the Gisborne District Council (GDC) to help with 
the emergency response and clean up. However, the 
Emergency Coordination Centre (ECC) in charge during 
the State of Emergency declined because they didn’t 
want forestry machines and workers on public roads.  

Since then, efforts have been made to develop better 
communication with GDC and the ECC so in future 
events the industry can contribute help. It is hoped that 
the forest industry has a more prominent role alongside 
Council, with a seat in the ECC due to the industry’s 
knowledge of land and forestry sites around the district. 
EWC would also share real-time news to the media and 
our community via social media channels.

Benefit of hindsight
Looking back, we realise we should have shared 

more of forestry’s story at the time because the work 
we did as an industry mattered, and people deserved 
to know it was happening. We thought the work 
we were doing would come out organically – but 
it didn’t. In hindsight, we should have also engaged 
earlier with the NZ Forest Owners Association, which 
had the political expertise and access to specialists.

Forestry is important to Gisborne, Tairāwhiti. 
It contributes most of the $197 million a year to the 
regional GDP, alongside fishing and mining. The 
industry has invested heavily in roading, cares about 
its people, the social wellbeing of our population and, 
contrary to what many may think, wants a vibrant 
sustainable environment.

Forestry contributes economically, environ-
mentally and socially by providing jobs for our 
population of 50,000 people. The Tairāwhiti 
economy rests heavily on three primary industries 
– horticulture, farming and forestry. They are like 
the main cables of a suspension bridge, with each one 
carrying its share of the load for our community. So, 
when one isn’t doing well, we all feel it.

Next time – not an ‘if’ but ‘when’
But forestry’s importance isn’t only economic; 

it’s about resilience so the industry can continue to 
support this region’s wellbeing. There will be more 
extreme weather events in this district. Between 
2018 and 2024 there were 14 significant weather 
events. It does mean we  are now a  well-prepared 
community, having learnt the lessons we did. In the 
next severe event, EWC would take the lead amongst 
the forest industry in the region. 

As an industry, forestry’s role in these events isn’t 
just in recovery and clearing debris – it should be part 
of this region’s future. To win back our community’s 
trust, forestry has to show itself to be sustainable 
environmentally and economically. If it is to survive 
at any scale, forestry must be respected in Tairāwhiti 
and be a strategic partner around the table for the 
land-use change required going forward.

Tairāwhiti has a long history of land-use change 
and we’re on the cusp of another one right now. 
There is 60,000 to 100,000 ha of steep, erosion-
prone land planned to transition into permanent 
vegetation. Thirteen percent of  the region’s  land is 
already in pine forest, with a lot of it on iwi-owned 
land or land planted after Cyclone Bola (1988) under 
the Government’s East Coast Forestry Project for 
erosion control.

While the industry supports this new land-
use change and transition to  in principle, there 
are concerns about the costs, land alienation and 
orphaned areas. These are areas of forest which may 
not now be able to be accessed for harvesting. There 
are riparian loss, species selection, NZ Emissions 
Trading Scheme (ETS) and Overseas Investment Office 
(OIO) implications for landowners who will lose areas 
that fall in and around this 3B Overlay.  Area 3B is 
land identified as needing some form of revegetation 
intervention. This may include a ‘do nothing’ policy.

Recent planning of the land-use change has not 
been supported by any real economic analysis of 
what it will mean to the industry and therefore the 
region.  The council believe it will have ‘little or no 
effect’ on the region’s economy. The industry believes 
this is certainly not the case based on initial feedback 
from individual forest owners.

What is being done
In 2024, two groups were formed after the 

Ministerial Inquiry into Land Use (MILU) report, which 
was launched by the Government to understand how 
land-use practices, particularly forestry, contributed 
to damage.

One, the Tairāwhiti Transition Advisory Group 
(TAG), focuses on the bigger picture and the other, the 
Tairāwhiti Forestry Action Group (TFAG), on practical 
clean up. Everyone around both tables wants land-use 
change to happen. 

TAG brings together Māori landowners, farming 
and forestry representatives, environmental experts, 
and representatives from GDC and the Ministry for 
Primary Industries (MPI). The group has prepared a 
Sustainable Land Use Transition Business Case, which 
will be presented to the Government for consideration 
in the 2026 Budget. It asks the Government for a 
long-term investment of $16 million in the first year, 
going up to $48 million over 10 years to transition the 
most erosion-prone land into permanent vegetation. 
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History of land-use change in Gisborne, 
Tairāwhiti

Over the past 170 years the flat fertile lands of 
Gisborne (commonly referred to as the Poverty Bay 
Flats) surrounded by high hilly ranges have provided 
a great climate for growing. What’s grown on the land 
over this time has had around three land-use changes.

Early Māori on the East Coast excelled as 
agriculturists and growing food. Colonisation around 
the mid-to-late 1800s brought the first major land-
use change, with native forests burnt on large blocks 
of land so that they could be converted into pasture 
for sheep and beef farms. This also heralded the start 
of our soil erosion issues.

Farming dominated and drove our economy with 
the trade of wool and meat. However, the severe soil 
erosion, and the magnitude of damage this caused, 
prompted the Government in the mid-1900s to 
promote the planting of pine trees to stabilise the 
land. We look back to that time – only 65 years ago – 
and see how swathes of land that were slipping away 
became covered in pine trees to combat the intense 
downpours this region has always been susceptible to.

Woody debris has also been a problem historically 
– before forestry was even in this region. Photos from 
1884 show piles of wood on Waikanae Beach like the 
photos after Cyclone Gabrielle 139 years later. Trees 
of all shapes and sizes have always entered waterways 
and ended up on our city beaches.

Thirty-eight years ago, Cyclone Bola amplified the 
issue of soil loss from farming. Land-use change from 

farming to forestry went up a gear with many 
farmers walking away from their hill country farms. 
The only buyers were forestry companies who were 
encouraged and incentivised by the Government to 
plant pine on the hills to combat the soil loss.

Like Cyclone Bola, which dealt a blow to farming, 
in 2023 Cyclone Gabrielle dealt a blow to the forestry 
industry. The public perception of forestry after Gabrielle 
dipped to an all-time low and we lost our social licence 
– the community’s respect – in this district.

As an industry, we do acknowledge the past 
and that there has been historic under- and non-
compliance by some forestry companies, as well 
as inadequate oversight from GDC. This has meant 
unacceptable amounts of slash mobilised off hills and 
into waterways.

That legacy has left deep scars in our community. 
However, over the past seven years forestry here has 
changed significantly. Standards are higher, practices 
are better, and the focus is on doing things right 
(Figure 2). But change will take time – perhaps one 
rotation. The industry is learning by doing and should 
not be punished for this.

Foresters are not just focused on the dollar with 
the perceived wealth pouring out of our country to 
overseas investors. People are in this industry because 
they love the outdoors, and many are passionate 
environmentalists who know the science behind 
trees being planted to keep soil on the hills.

Tairāwhiti is at the cusp of another land-use change 
– to take the pine trees off the worst erosion-prone 
hills and transition them to permanent vegetation.

Figure 2: Pine plantation holding hills together south of Gisborne
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All up, the initial land-use change is estimated to cost 
$250 million over 10 years.

As an industry, there are major concerns about 
where the rest of the money will come from, as 
well as the ambitious timeframe, which could  take 
a lot  longer. The industry sees the issue as being a 
35–40 year programme, involving 60,000 to 100,000 
ha of land and costing upwards of $750 million.

While the business case has a strong focus on 
native replanting, foresters see the answer as being a 
bespoke solution in each catchment/sub-catchment, 
and certainly not involving a single-minded focus on 
only planting natives. Poplars and willows have been 
used in the region for decades on farmland to help 
control sediment movement. There are any number 
of exotic species that will do the job equally well – 
and are likely to have better survival rates and be 
significantly cheaper (Figure 3).

TFAG is focused on getting inside the forest gates 
to clean up as much slash as possible that could pose 
a hazard in future storms. It has representatives from 
the forestry industry, iwi, the farming sector and GDC 
representatives. The TFAG budget was allocated $27 
million to continue the clean up efforts being carried 
out. This work is currently being held up by Council’s 
unworkable consent conditions.

Continued frustrations
Land-use change cannot happen until existing 

pine trees on these steep slopes are felled first. The 
urgency of the transition is real and complex, yet 
getting consent to harvest the trees already on this 
vulnerable land has been slow and frustrating.

It has been more than two-and-a-half years 
since Cyclone Gabrielle. Yet stringent consent 

conditions by GDC are unable to be met, and 
come with unanswerable questions, which means 
harvesting cannot start on the steep hills that are 
being transitioned into permanent vegetation.  The 
rules in Tairāwhiti are over and above the National 
Environmental Standards for Commercial Forestry 
(NES-CF) in New Zealand.

GDC has applied a 3B overlay on maps in Tairāwhiti 
to indicate which land needs to be transitioned 
– classed as steep, erosion-prone hills that have a 
connection to a waterway. However, having consent 
delays to harvest on 3B overlay means the pine trees 
grow bigger. Do we want 6–8 tonne trees coming 
down in the next extreme weather event? Or do we 
want to be enabled to harvest the 2–3 tonne trees as 
they stand now. The consenting delays from GDC are 
crippling our ability to operate. 

In real terms, dozens of contracting companies 
have already left the region, which means job losses, 
families under strain and a local economy under 
pressure. While there have been improvements in 
the relationship and communication between GDC 
and the forestry industry, things still need to happen 
faster. EWC remains committed to open, constructive 
engagement with Council and to help deliver land-
use change that works for Tairāwhiti’s environment, 
our economy, and the people.

Forestry being rated to death
On top of consent delays, steep rate hikes have 

also hit forestry companies. One example is a young 
forestry company, with trees just two years old, which 
had its annual rates bill jump from $20,000 last year 
to $87,000 this year. The increase is related to the 
high capital value of the farmland, which got all the 
associated targeted rates on roads and woody debris 
when its land use was changed to forestry. 

This forest won’t use roads or harvest a single 
tree for more than two decades. By the time it does, 
the owner will have paid more than $2  million in 
rates to GDC, and more likely $3 million with annual 
rates rises. Who would want to invest here under 
these conditions?

The forestry company in this example, managed 
by local people, has gone beyond the required amount 
of riparian planting near waterways to increase the 
protection barrier. As an industry, we are doing things 
differently. For example, civil engineering road and 
skid design standards and management, changes to 
silvicultural and harvesting programmes etc. Having 
reflected on the past, these changes should make sure 
forestry is sustainable, so that it is a part of the future 
here in Tairāwhiti. We don’t want to be seen as part of 
the problem – rather part of the solution.

Julian Kohn is Chairman of the Eastland Wood Council. 
Email: julian@kohnforestry.co.nz

Figure 3: Young pine forest off Waingake Road, Gisborne
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