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Executive Summary 

This report documents and analyses stakeholder perspectives on the status and 

future of the Ngunguru sandspit, with a focus on how interested parties perceive and value 

the landscape. Our research took place at a time when a major development was 

proposed for the sandspit by its private owners, prompting community concern and 

interest. We draw on the views of a purposive sample of interested local residents, 

government officials, and landowner representatives, who were interviewed between 

February and December 2008. Key findings include: 

- A high level of community mobilisation in defence of the sandspit�s undeveloped 

character, built up over decades of private ownership and plans for development. 

- A keen awareness among respondents of both the affective importance of the 

sandspit (in terms of emotional connections and a sense of place attachment) and 

the likely effects of development on the landscape. 

- A prevailing interpretation of the sandspit as a holistic feature, with inter-related 

values, the integrity of which is dependent upon preventing development. 

- The rarity value of the sandspit � as an undevelo ped beach proximate to coastal 

settlements and a nearby city � preserved by its re latively inaccessible character. 

- A remarkably widespread (near-universal) level of interest and support for the 

sandspit�s entering public ownership, possibly via a landswap. Importantly, this 

extended to the landowner representatives at the time of interview. 

- Local skepticism towards the exercise of private property rights over the spit, due to 

the identification of higher values, and a sense that with rights come significant 

responsibilities towards the landscape and the community. 

- Potential development of the sandspit, like that occurring along most of Northland�s 

east coast, would be suburban in form, and even in function. 

- Community concern to avoid both suburbanisation, and large-lot elite subdivision of 

the spit, via the preferred option of public purchase of the site, and its conversion to 

a reserve. 

- A community view of the sandspit that emphasises the immediate impacts of 

development on a highly-valued aspect of the local landscape, but is also aware of 

the regional and national significance of the site in both cultural and natural terms. 
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Introduction 

 Ngunguru has become a slow-burning �hot spot� of community concern 

around a major residential development proposal. Located on the east coast of Northland, 

25 km north-east of Whangarei, Ngunguru encompasses a well-established settlement, a 

river and estuary system, and a large (119 ha) undeveloped sandspit. The spit is 

approximately 2.5 km long and 300-600 m wide, with intermittent cover of low-level 

vegetation. In November 2006, the private owners of the spit, and immediately adjacent 

forested site (including the Whakairiora mountain), released a development proposal for 

152 hectares of land. This is the most recent proposal for development on the site, which 

has been in private ownership since 1964. 

This statement set out the company�s �preferred future for the sandspit [with] a 

compact village style development located at the southern end� (Landco, 2006: 6). It 

included 350 dwellings within a defined 35 hectare development area on the spit, as well 

as five larger lifestyle lots on the forested land, and also proposed setting aside 85 

hectares (largely at the northern end of the spit) as a conservation reserve. A development 

of this magnitude would require substantial changes to the planning rules currently set in 

place for the site by the local authority, the Whangarei District Council (WDC). It would 

also represent a substantial and permanent change for the spit, which currently lacks both 

built structures and formal road access. Because of this, for most residents and visitors to 

this area of Northland, stepping onto the sandspit is an exceptional rather than routine 

event: it is most often a sight appreciated from a distance. The significance of the sandspit 

was described by the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (PCfE) in the 

following terms: 

The sandspit is a unique combination of historic and cultural heritage and natural 
heritage and it is one of only a few unmodified and unprotected sandspits remaining in 
New Zealand. Ngunguru Sandspit is of considerable significance to tangata whenua 
as it had a long history of occupation and has significant cultural, spiritual, historical, 
and environmental values. Three tangata whenua groups have associations with the 
sandspit - Ngatiwai, Ngati Taka, and Te Waiariki (PCfE, 1996: 2.1) 
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Maori attachment to the spit is enhanced by archaeological heritage, with sites 

dating from the nineteenth and possibly eighteenth centuries. A major battle there in 1832 

resulted in the bodies of those killed remaining in the sand. While specific sites are 

identified as waahi tapu, one of which is in a separate land title in Maori ownership, a 1995 

Ngatiwai Trust Board (NWTB) report to the New Zealand Historic Places Trust stated that 

the entire area warranted this designation given the profusion of urupa (burial sites).  

Settlement in Ngunguru is concentrated on the western side of the estuary, 

immediately across from the sandspit. It consists of approximately 360 houses and a small 

number of retail outlets. Houses vary in age, size and quality � those closest to the estuary 

(and the main road) tend to be older and built at typical suburban densities, while further 

inland � on hills and ridgelines typically offering  the most expansive views of the sandspit 

� are many of the newer houses, built on larger lot s. It is the largest of a series of small 

coastal settlements in the area � often referred to  as the Tutukaka Coast � including the 

Tutukaka settlement itself (339 houses), as well as Matapouri (153 houses) (WDC, 

2008a). 

Ngunguru has been experiencing steady growth, which is significant in the local 

context. Between 1996 and 2006 the number of dwellings increased 30% (from 276 to 

360), while the resident population increased 27% (from 666 to 846). As is characteristic of 

coastal Northland (Peart, 2009), there is also a substantial supply of undeveloped 

residential lots � 113 such parcels currently stand  vacant at Ngunguru. The existence of 

relatively large numbers of such lots (which account for around half of all sites in some 

areas) stems from landowners acquiring subdivision consents in excess of current 

demand, and speaks to the speculation associated with coastal property during the boom 

of 2002-07. Notwithstanding these undeveloped residential sites, future growth in 

Ngunguru is not anticipated to be particularly rapid, with the WDC (2008a) predicting 

population and dwelling increases of 11% between 2006 and 2016. 

The Council�s strategy for the area � the Ngunguru Structure Plan � sets out a 

vision �for development, management and protection of Ngunguru over the next 20 years� 

(WDC, 2008b: 8). It characterises Ngunguru as both a service centre for other settlements 
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along this area of the coast � such as Tutukaka and  Matapouri � and, less prosaically, as 

�a lifestyle alternative centred on a scenic tidal waterway� (2008b: 2). It notes the �special 

sense of place� associated with the area, which is attributed to the rural setting, coastal 

marine resources, native vegetation, a scenic waterfront road with opportunities for 

improved pedestrian access, and �distinctive landscape features, and in particular the 

Ngunguru Spit� (2008b: 8). The document notes at numerous points strong community 

support for protection of the spit as a reserve or park, and indicates Council approval of 

such protection.  

The current Ngunguru township is a centre for community organising around 

protection of the sandspit, including resistance to large-scale development, and advocacy 

for its conversion to a publicly-owned reserve (something that has been investigated on 

numerous occasions over four and a half decades of private ownership). Community 

concern about proposed development of a new, relatively high-end residential community 

has international precedents, in part because �established residents [have] often grow[n] 

to treat privately owned undeveloped land as community property for passive enjoyment of 

views and openness if not for active use as quasi-parks� (Pendall, 1999: 114). Indeed, at 

Ngunguru, the PCfE (1996) identified a strong sense of de facto ownership of the spit on 

the part of the community. This has likely been facilitated by de jure public ownership of 

the sandy beach below the mean high water mark (MHWM) (for visitors to the site), and by 

the topography of the current settlement immediately across the estuary (for viewers of the 

site). Specifically, while larger, often high-cost homes have been built on upper elevations 

landward of the estuary, many dwellings in the settlement have retained a seaward view of 

the undeveloped spit. This view is also enjoyed by travellers on the township�s main road. 

The democratised availability of the outlook to an undeveloped spit has arguably 

broadened resistance to its development. 

The purpose of this research was to document and analyse stakeholder 

perspectives on the status and future of the Ngunguru spit, with a focus on how interested 

parties perceive and value the landscape. This was driven by our primary interest, as 

human geographers, in the relationship between people and places. In this instance, the 

people of most concern were not the general public (e.g., residents of the Whangarei 
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District in general, or the Tutukaka Coast in particular), but those actively involved in 

debates over, and planning for, the sandspit. After undertaking a purposive sample of this 

group, we sought to situate views on the sandspit, and its potential development, within 

broader debates over attachments to place, community organising, property rights, and 

coastal housing at large. In pursuing these goals, we provided an alternative perspective 

to that offered by other professionals (e.g., archeologists, ecologists, coastal scientists) to 

have previously examined the spit. Our work is distinguished, in particular, by its emphasis 

on the language that people engaged in debate over the Ngunguru sandspit, use to 

describe, compare, evaluate, and (often) valorise the site. Implicit in our arguments below 

is a view that such language matters, because it speaks to both the future of the sandspit, 

and New Zealanders� understandings of the coast more generally. 

(Sub)urbanizing the Coast 

The difficulties of managing pressures associated with sustained population growth 

and residential development in coastal areas with high landscape and ecological values 

have been recognised for some time. As Essex and Brown observed in New South Wales, 

this entails �reconciling the aspirations of all interest groups�, exercising planning control, 

protecting natural resources, and �managing development in such a way that the scale of 

the new urbanization does not overwhelm the landscape� (1997: 259). This �urbanization� 

� which Essex and Brown (1997: 264) note generally entails the replication �of suburban 

forms� � may include extension and infill of existi ng settlements (as has been occurring in 

Ngunguru), ribbon development, the establishment of small urban centres on greenfield 

sites, as well as up-market marina villages and canal estates. Escalating demand for 

coastal living also creates pressures for higher building densities and rapid price 

increases. 

Plans for both expansion (i.e., sprawl) and increased densities (i.e., infill) may 

provoke local opposition, from residents who value both the existing sense of community, 

and the current (contained, low-rise) urban form. Vocal opponents can include new 

migrants, who �while contributing to this development process themselves,� are often well 

educated, and capable of articulating support for environmental protection, and resisting 
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plans for further development (Essex & Brown, 1997: 264). Groups seeking to preserve 

current built and natural landscapes in coastal areas, and the sense of place associated 

with these, are often able to achieve a measure of power and success in smaller 

communities, where they can achieve a high profile (Essex & Brown, 1997).  

Coastal residential development has attracted a degree of controversy in New 

Zealand for at least fifty years, as Peart (2009) comprehensively demonstrates. 

Widespread pressure for subdivision and bach development in the late 1950s gave rise to 

concerns that coastal landscapes and vistas were being �destroyed� and �spoiled� for the 

benefit of the few, and to the great detriment of the public. Visual obtrusiveness, 

inadequate provision for public reserves and public access, and poor infrastructure were 

frequently noted (Peart, 2009; Morton et al., 1973). The most frequent form of 

development at this time involved the conversion of marginally economic coastal farmland 

to residential uses via incremental subdivision. This led to the creation of new coastal 

settlements, and the expansion of existing ones. 

One outcome of this mid-twentieth century growth in coastal residential property 

was sprawl, particularly in the areas of highest demand on the east coast of the upper 

North Island (including Northland). Governmental efforts to impose more control on the 

development process from the 1960s did little to address this issue; on the contrary, new 

statutory requirements had the effect of mandating the reproduction of suburbia along 

previously rural coastline. Specifically, planning legislation required road frontages of at 

least 20 m, and most residential land parcels were required to exceed 800 m2 in area. The 

result, Peart (2009: 188) confirms, was to reinforce �a grid-like pattern of sections where 

houses were widely set apart in long parallel roads, much like the suburbs in the rapidly 

developing cities.�  

In some instances � such as at the Whangaparoa Peni nsula in the north of the 

Auckland � bach settlements were literally envelope d by the expanding suburbs of an 

adjacent urban region. In the vast majority of cases, however, coastal settlements 

remained distinct from urban areas, while replicating the dominant suburban form. This 

was the case even in unconventional developments, such as New Zealand�s first master-
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planned coastal holiday home community, established on a sandspit at Pauanui, on the 

Coromandel Peninsula. Begun in 1967, this development avoided reproducing the 

standard �grid-like row of sections close to the beachfront with minimum supporting 

infrastructure� (Peart, 2009: 124), but instead took as its inspiration the garden suburb 

concept, with an emphasis on openness, public spaces, and boulevards. The result was a 

large, well-planned and prosperous community that mimicked up-market suburbia, 

complete with generous setbacks, retained mature trees, coastal view corridors, and a golf 

course. While Pauanui was in many respects �well ahead of its time�, its manicured lawns, 

wide roads, and detached housing nevertheless represented the domestication and 

suburbanisation of a previously wild coastal landscape (Peart, 2009: 124).  

While Pauanui was in some ways unconventional, the concept of building a holiday 

home community on a sandspit was not. A partial list of developed sandspits (on the east 

coast of the upper North Island) includes: Ohope and Mount Maunganui in the Bay of 

Plenty; Tairua, Whangamata, Matarangi and Pauanui on the Coromandel Peninsula; and 

Omaha in the Auckland region. The last of these is well-known as an example of how 

sandspit development can go wrong.  

Begun in the early 1970s, with the subdivision of over 500 lots on the northern end 

of the Mangatawhiri spit, the Omaha development encountered significant erosion 

problems in the mid-late 1970s. A series of storms at this time caused massive sand loss, 

and destroyed a seawall, threatening beach front houses � a situation exacerbated by 

historical sandmining as well as the bulldozing of frontal dunes to provide building 

platforms and improve views for the houses that were eventually threatened (Peart, 2009). 

This situation necessitated extensive remedial work, and subsequent rounds of 

development have incorporated greater coastal setbacks (as is also the case at 

Matarangi). A more recent source of controversy at Omaha was the destruction of up to 

200 archeological sites (middens) as part of the development of the southern portion of the 

spit (Peart, 2009).  

Interestingly, residential development of sandspits has not, as of yet, occurred in 

the Northland region. The four large (all north-directed) spits on the region�s east coast 
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(Mangawhai, Ngunguru, Whananaki and Kokota) remain undeveloped and largely 

unvegetated (two are partially used for grazing). On the west coast, three rather different 

south-directed dune fields/spits are found, one of which (Kaipara North) is farmed, while 

the others (on the Hokianga and Herekino harbours) are undeveloped (Buckley, 2010).  

Context 

The status and potential development of the Ngunguru sandspit have been debated 

at length since its initial sale from Maori to private ownership in 1964. The first three 

decades of this debate are well summarised in a report by the PCfE (1996). It notes that 

within three years of the spit�s transfer to private ownership, it was designated as a 

proposed public open space reserve by the then local authority, the Whangarei County 

Council. This designation, held by central government agencies � initially the Department 

of Lands and Survey, and later the Department of Conservation (DOC) � promoted 

numerous attempts purchase or exchange the land, although no mutually-agreeable 

arrangement was reached. This was despite strong support for the creation of a reserve at 

the central government level, including a 1974 report proposing the creation of a 

wilderness park at the site (PCfE, 1996: 5). 

Given the long-term inability of government agencies to purchase the land, 

insufficient funds to support further offers in light of site�s rapidly escalating value, and 

changing statutory requirements, DOC lifted the designation in 1994. This decision 

received criticism for opening the door to development. However, as the PCfE (1996: 4) 

noted: �the sandspit had been designated for over 20 years, and in that period the owner 

was unable to develop the land, there was no compensation available, and no steps were 

taken by relevant authorities to exercise statutory powers of purchase�.�  

Despite the removal of designation, the sandspit�s public value continues to be 

recognised in a number of ways. Local planning maps which long labelled it a �proposed 

public open space reserve� now identify it (in non-statutory terms) as a heritage area and 

�possible regional park� (WDC, 2003). There are currently no regional parks in Northland, 

although immediately to the south, in Auckland, a system of such parks has achieved the 

protection of large areas of coastline (see Peart, 2009). Moreover, at a statutory level, the 
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WDC classifies the bulk of the sandspit as an �Outstanding Landscape Area� � the highest 

level of landscape protection a local authority can offer (see Collins & Kearns, 2010a) � 

and most of the remainder (on the western and northern edges, adjacent to the Ngunguru 

River) as a �Notable Landscape Area� � which signal s a heightened level of regulatory 

protection. The sandspit is also officially recognised by the WDC as containing sites of 

significance to Maori, as a coastal hazard zone (along its seaward edge), and as a flood 

susceptible area at its narrowest point (due to the risk of flooding from the Ngunguru 

River). 

In 2003, the land (by this time in four titles) was sold by its owner of 35 years to a 

private development company, Landco. It was offered for sale again between late-2004 

and mid-2005, at which point it was taken off the market, and preparation for the 

development proposal began. Neither offers for sale, nor development proposals, are new 

� as both the PCfE (1996) report, and a local commu nity group, the Ngunguru Sandspit 

Protection Society (NSPS), have documented in considerable detail. On the contrary, 

potential sale and on-again/off-again development proposals of various sizes have 

characterised over four decades of private ownership.  

The site�s former designation as a reserve offered de facto protection for many 

years (PCfE, 1996), and development has long been complicated by enduring legal 

questions around potential road access (and specifically whose land this would cross). 

More recently, official recognition of coastal and flooding hazards on the spit, heightened 

awareness of archeological sites of significance to Maori, and classification of the spit as 

an area of �outstanding� and �notable� landscape values, have offered some regulatory 

protection. Thus, a site once valued by its owners at over $37 million (NZD), continues to 

bear few ostensible marks of human interference, beyond those represented by non-native 

plants and animals.  

This situation looked set to change in late 2006, when Landco released a proposal 

for the site. A range of lot sizes and housing styles were suggested for the development 

area � �to cater for a cross-section of people� � w hich would contain publicly-accessible 

roads and common areas, thus preventing �exclusive enclaves� (Landco, 2006: 6). The 
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proposal also outlined broad design guidelines regarding building styles, roading, 

drainage, and other infrastructure. As part of the development, Landco would extend, 

upgrade and seal the public road (Ngunguru Ford Rd), which currently terminates close to 

the sandspit. The research reported here began at the time this proposal was released. 

Methods 

In this research, we draw on a discursive data set developed from in-depth 

interviews, supplemented by a critical reading of several published reports and plans. Our 

approach closely followed that undertaken earlier in Hawke�s Bay (Collins, 2009; Collins & 

Kearns, 2010a). A purposive sampling strategy was adopted with the aim of recruiting the 

participation of a diverse range of people with a clear �stake� in the future of the locality. A 

total of 23 interviews was conducted � 22 in person , and one via email. These were 

conducted between February and December 2008, with in-person interviews typically 

lasting 30-60 minutes. Most of these were digitally recorded, and transcribed verbatim. 

The largest sub-group of participants consisted of 14 present or former residents of 

the Tutukaka coast with particular interests in the future of the site. While members of this 

group were interviewed principally in their personal capacities, many voluntarily brought 

relevant professional experience (e.g., as developers, earth scientists, environmentalists, 

archeologists) to bear on related debates. Two of the 14 were members of a local iwi � 

and offered specific insights into the historical and contemporary significance of the 

sandspit (and nearby Whakairiora) to Maori. The remaining nine respondents were 

interviewed in their professional capacities: five as representatives of local, regional and 

national government agencies with interests in the sandspit; two as representatives of the 

landowner, Landco; and two others with professional interests in Ngunguru related to their 

involvement in ecological and Maori business interests, respectively. Where respondents 

are quoted in this report, they are assigned pseudonyms. 

In interviewing interested locals, we were concerned in part to achieve data 

saturation � that is, to continue conducting interv iews until new themes no longer 

appeared. Our total of 14 interviews is similar to the 12 that Guest et al. (2006) found 

adequate to enable fairly complete and stable data analysis, albeit among a relatively 
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homogeneous sample. In interviewing professional stakeholders, our concern was to 

speak with at least one representative of all three levels of government in New Zealand 

(local, regional and national), and of the landowner.  

Following the authors� previous work (Collins & Kearns 2010a; Kearns et al., 2009), 

we began analysis from the position that values and experience are constituted in 

participants� accounts as they talk about landscapes and trends in ways that others can 

accept and understand. We were seeking data that was inscribed with the subjectivities of 

the participants, so our analysis is oriented to the language used to construct the 

environment, events, experience and feelings. Our goal was to draw out the common 

features of participants� insights, as well as the variations deriving from their particular 

perspectives or professional positions, in order to highlight the impacts of potential or 

actual change in the locality. We assembled verbatim sections of text relating to six broad 

themes. We clarified patterns of ideas and assertions used about the topics by further 

reading of the data, working independently on text files and then meeting to discuss and 

ratify the interpretations of each theme.  

In six subsequent sections we discuss and interpret the data. We begin by exploring 

foundational aspects of participants� relationships with the locality, focusing first on their 

feelings for the coast, then their attachment to Ngunguru. From that platform, we examine 

the sense of community that has developed, at least in part, in response to development 

proposals and private ownership of the sandspit. A proposal to transfer the sandspit to 

public ownership � the latest of many attempts to s ecure the site as a reserve � is the 

focus of the fourth section. As this transfer has not yet occurred, and the sandspit remains 

in private hands, we then consider participants� views on property rights, especially as they 

pertain to this particular landscape. In our last results section, we explore the prospect of 

suburbanisation of the sandspit (as set out in the Landco proposal of November 2006), in 

light of experience elsewhere on the New Zealand coastline. 
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Results 

A. Feelings for the coast 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In her recent survey of the state and status of the coast, Peart (2009: 10) suggests 

that historical �do-it-yourself� bach-building � so metimes even on public land (see Kearns & 

Collins, 2006) � represented not only kiwi ingenuit y but �a deep love and affinity for the 

coast.� However, with the intensity of contemporary development, �New Zealanders are 

losing those things about the coast they love the most� (emphasis added). Peart applies 

this far-reaching and variegated human emotion in recognition of the intense and enduring 

bond felt by many, if not the majority, towards the coast in general and specific coastal 

locations in particular. From this perspective, coastal environments occupy a central place 

in the emotional landscapes of New Zealanders. Too easily, we contend, emotion (the 

domain of feelings) has been devalued in relation to landscape. This section places 

people�s feelings for the coast under the spotlight, and highlights emotional dimensions of 

people�s relationship with our case study of Ngunguru. 

People�s connection with the coast can be broadly divided into relationships based 

on effects (e.g., accumulation of capital through property ownership, or the gaining of 
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livelihood through fishing) or affects (e.g., feelings evoked through some form of 

engagement with a coastal landscape). These are not necessarily discrete categories. A 

fishing boat owner for whom a coastal location provides a commercial base of operations 

may well, for instance, also find comfort in simply being and not necessarily doing at the 

wharf.  

Feelings for beaches and the coast invariably prevail among populations residing 

within easy reach of them. Emotional connection is a particularly strong discourse 

commonly invoked to explain and justify connection to place, and opposition to proposed 

developments (Collins & Kearns 2010a). Elsewhere, Stratford (2009) uses the concept of 

�belonging as a resource� to theorise local politic s of place. While �belonging� may be 

framed as dispassionate attachment to place via property rights, it more likely embraces 

feelings of connection or loyalty, which may be disrupted when significant changes are 

proposed for the land/seascape and proposed/or undertaken. Stratford (2009: 7) 

discusses the way that a personal sense of belonging can extend to concerns about �what 

does and does not belong on (the) shores.� This concern for the integrity of a place and 

how one feels when in its midst builds on phenomenological understandings of people-

place relations. In the words of an early exponent of this perspective, it involves:  

a recognition of the person�s emotional links with environments, places, and 
landscapes, ranging from the momentary emotional irritation one feels when a thing is 
out of place to the profound sense of attachment and concern people may feel for a 
place they consider sacred (Seamon, 1984: 757).  

These perspectives both build on, and reflect, the seminal ideas of Yi-fu Tuan, 

encapsulated in the title of his 1974 book, Topophilia. Others have teased out what such 

�love of place� might mean for coastal locations. In the American context, Kellert (2005: 12) 

writes of coasts as �hav[ing] provided people with physical areas historically rich in 

intellectual, emotional, aesthetic and even spiritual opportunities for growth and 

development� (emphasis added). Aspects of this feel ing for the coast include mastery, 

fear, awe and attachment.  

The perceived therapeutic value of the coast can be significant, most dramatically 

illustrated by the western tradition of seeking out the shore for solace and rehabilitation at 
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times of mental and physical stress. The persistent appeal of camping near the beach, 

often in frugal conditions, is arguably reflective of the capacity of coastal environments to 

offer renewal in the context of summer vacations (Collins & Kearns, 2010b). Conversely, �it 

is not unusual to encounter extreme feelings of loss when particular elements of the coast 

are despoiled or degraded� (Kellert, 2005: 17-18). Indeed, Kellert (2005) writes that the 

coastal sense of place is lessened when there is physical degradation (including 

suburbanisation). 

Closer to home, for Maori, the coast can evoke a powerful range of emotions. In her 

account, Smith (2004: 15) describes being near the coast at her Taranaki turangawaewae 

as leading to �consciousness of the sea as a source of food� and also �a comforting 

presence when calm and an uncontrollable force in rough weather; engendering moods in 

you to match its own.� The coast can also provide a reconnection with ancestors: 

As you stand on the beach, absorbed in ceaseless sound and motion, a further 
element is added by the wind. �your eye is caught b y the activity of birds�they draw 
your attention upwards towards their flight paths ..the songs of the land and seabirds 
are associated�with those of departed friends and f amily members� (Smith, 2004: 
16).  

Maori are not alone in having strong emotional bonds with the coast. Much popular New 

Zealand literature (e.g., Bruce Mason�s celebrated play End of the Golden Weather) and 

film (e.g., Christine Jeff�s Rain) reflect links between childhood, emotion and the beach. 

Indeed, feelings of loss associated with the beach often involve memories of lost childhood 

as well as changed places.  

The emotional reaction to court decisions and legislation relating to the foreshore 

and seabed issue is used by West-Newman (2008) as another example of how deeply and 

passionately New Zealanders (both Maori and European) feel about the coast. The coast 

is deemed to be part of our national psyche, a claim reinforced by a plethora of pictorial 

books celebrating the coast (e.g., Barnett & Wolfe, 1993). According to West-Newman 

(2008: 168): �Perhaps because most New Zealanders now live in cities, the beach draws 

enchantment as refuge from the impersonal and overwhelming nature of urban life.� She 

writes of three main emotions associated with the foreshore and seabed issue: grief, fear, 

and nostalgia (�an ambivalent longing�) (2008: 171) . Interestingly, all of these emotions are 
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associated with loss, and thus have negative connotations, in contrast to love. Our 

Ngunguru data speak to the ways in which a broad set of emotions play a role in 

constructing peoples� relationship with the locality as well as mediating their experience of 

the actual and imagined effects of residential developments.  

A fundamental and widespread emotion noted across a number of narratives is 

anxiety. According to Xavier, debate over protection is �never more pertinent than today 

because we haven�t got much left.� Xavier refers here to the scarce resource of 

undeveloped coastal landscapes (especially in the northern North Island), and his sense of 

reduced opportunities to act in terms of both resources and time adds an imperative to the 

feeling of anxiety. In reference to Waipu, a locality south of Whangarei that has seen 

considerable residential development, Xavier goes on to comment �That is really 

symptomatic of what�s wrong with this country I love. That pressure on what�s left�. Others 

offered confirmation of Xavier�s views, with David, a respondent with Maori heritage 

commenting �we have precious few really pristine untouched pieces of coastline left �the 

Coromandel is, you know� gone, uh, the whole develo pment is creeping up the coastline 

from Auckland now.�  

Anxiety at the prospect of degradation of a pristine, or at least undeveloped, coastal 

site at Ngunguru is frequently accompanied in respondents� narratives by feelings of 

outrage at what has already been imposed on the coast elsewhere in the region:  

I am worried about development both coastal and in wilderness areas as well in New 
Zealand. I think a lot of it�s poorly put together and profit driven, and um, you know.... 
there�s few chunks of Northland that haven�t been filled in and developed, you know, 
and when you take into account all of the intrinsic, historical um, ecological, you know, 
biological, cultural issues associated with a specific site it�s just absolute madness 
that it�s being developed, I mean, for God�s sake it�s a gravesite (Dennis). 

The sense of �worry� that grips David, and prompts his expletive �for God�s sake�, leads to 

a further emotion � outrage � that landowners can p ropose substantial development of the 

sandspot: �it�s sort of an emotional reaction you�re like, ahh, aghast, and how they want to 

do something like that.� 
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A fundamental emotion running through the narratives is the love of the locality. 

Bella, for instance, moved to Ngunguru when she met her partner and in so doing entered 

a relationship with both a place and person:  

I fell in love with the area I think it�s just so beautiful and there are amazing people up 
here and so, I met my partner up here and we�ve decided to make Ngunguru our 
home [laughs] yeah, and here we are... there�s something really special, I guess I 
know this place�I definitely feel connected to this  piece the coast.  

If the human experience of love essentially involves a connection between people, then so 

too is it the case with place. Significantly, she feels connected to Ngunguru (we return to 

this theme in the next section).  

For Trevor, the place-connection and topophilia (Tuan 1974) has been 

compromised by landscape change since he�s live there, but the love remains 

nonetheless: 

Overall I loved the way the houses at Ngunguru nestled into the flat areas beside the 
road � and that the hills behind and the sandspit i n front were pretty much free of 
housing. That’s now changed, with houses on the hills and ridgelines � which I think is 
a mistake. 

Significantly, Trevor�s observation of houses �nestled �beside the road� speaks to 

his love being not just for a pristine landscape devoid of human imprint (e.g., the sandspit) 

but rather for the locality as a whole in which until recently the human imprint was subtle. 

This speaks to a gestalt between people and place developed in what Cheshire and 

Reynolds (2008: 9) describe as �more innocent years�, prior to the effects of �affluence-

driven acquistiveness of new generations of city-dwellers.� Similarly, Fagan notes that his 

love of New Zealand is �because we have places like the sandspit. Otherwise you can go 

to Surfer�s Paradise�. Another respondent refererred to the near-continuously developed 

east coast of the United States (Xavier). Here we see over-developed parts of other coasts 

being held up as a counterpoint to what the New Zealand coast can offer, a point of 

contrast we have noted elsewhere (Collins & Kearns, 2010a).  

A key dimension of this love of place is a sense of spiritual connection. This 

translates into feeling of awe, and affirms West-Newman�s (2008) contention that Maori 
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are not alone in claiming a spiritual affiliation with New Zealand beaches. Bella, for 

instance, remarks: 

Every time I drive down that road I look at the sandspit you know, it�s just so 
stunningly beautiful and it�s, it�s what makes Ngunguru special�. there�s a spiritual 
dimension you know, you kind of, you can just sense that it�s, you know, it�s 
untouched. Mm, yeah, I don�t know how else I can explain it. 

With a greater economy of words, Fagan simply states ��people need places to go 

to.� This comment speaks of the need for places of retreat and restoration, even if they lie 

near one�s back door (see Conradson, 2008). The resounding emotion that rings through 

in such discourse is love: �I love going down there �especially down at that headland 

[where] there�s some really significant trees and stuff � it�s a very, very pristine natural 

environment� (Nick). 

Placed alongside Fagan�s expression of the need for �places to go,�  Nick�s 

observation amounts to love of place that is not just appreciation from afar (i.e., the view) 

but also a need to engage with place itself (i.e., to visit) in a sense akin to pilgrimage. This 

speaks to a difference between landscape as something to be appreciated in a detached 

manner (like a painting), and landscape as something to be actively engaged with, 

immersed in and enjoyed. The latter is particularly significant in New Zealand, where the 

coast is routinely a site of active recreation and hands-on experience, rather than passive 

appreciation (see Perkins & Thorns, 2001). Significantly, for our purposes, this 

engagement often co-exists with feelings of reverence, which may verge on a spiritual 

imperative to treat coastal places with care. Such sentiments are evident in Bella�s 

account: �[We have] some really special undeveloped places so I guess, yeah I do, I feel 

that we�ve got something up here that�s unique, maybe, in Northland or New Zealand that 

we need to look after.� 

Reverence for pristine places can be as much linked to recollection of what more of 

the coast once was like as feelings for the particularity of place: 

It�s those open spaces that make New Zealanders what they are I believe. Um, the 
childhood that we�ve had, you know, the experience of being out in the open, being 
able to go and explore places, especially along the coast, I think that�s an integral part 
for a lot of Kiwis (Fagan). 



FINAL DRAFT, Feb 2010 
Damian Collins, Robin Kearns   
  

18 

The sandspit was my playground �it was a great plac e for adventures. I was dimly 
aware of the name of the owner, the almost-mythical "Mr. Green", but that was all. I 
was almost completely unaware of adult concerns over the fate of the sandspit�  I 
know pretty much every inch of the place (Trevor). 

Here we see the accretion of layers of memory and discovery leading to a strong bond 

with the beach preceding any awareness of �adult concerns� about development. This type 

of bond, we contend, often forms a foundation for the enduring love articulated by many 

respondents, and the emotional dimensions of their opposition to major changes on the 

sandspit.  

As we illustrate elsewhere in this report, respondents also articulate their concerns 

in ways that are not overtly emotional, particularly in the (somewhat narrower) technical 

and legal types of language that are the �stock in trade� of most public planning processes. 

Moreover, their emotional responses are well-informed by an awareness of coastal 

development at the national scale in New Zealand, and thus resist easy characterisation 

as overly insular or self-regarding. It is this understanding of the connections between the 

particular (e.g., the local effects of development at any one beach) and the national (e.g., 

the cumulative effects of many coastal developments) that informs Peart�s (2009) analysis, 

quoted at the outset of this section. As David remarked, in explaining his concerns around 

the Landco proposal for the sandspit: �I�m very passionate about New Zealand, I�m 

passionate about its economic future but I�m also passionate about its heritage and 

looking after what I think are its taonga [treasures].� To him, the prospect of building 

houses on the sandspit raises the spectre of violating the sacred Maori burial grounds, as 

well as the integrity of the site in general.  

For local Maori the feeling of sacredness is sharpened by the history and 

archaeological significance of the sandspit where, as Faith said �visiting warriors were left 

� So there�s blood and bones making it sacred. � Local Pakeha are also very aware of this 

aspect of the sandspit�s history. As Karen noted, in past decades, �human remains and 

bones have been exposed after heavy storms.� In addition, Xavier reminded us of the 

significance of the adjacent mountain to Maori � �a  local hapu leader has described 

Whakairiora as �their Notre Dame�� � and added that �the feeling of awe is associated with 

these special places, be they built like Notre Dame, or natural like Whakairiora.� Thus we 
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see parts of the coastal landscape (the spit, the mountain) being claimed as warranting 

reverence, and indeed awe, not only for their intrinsic worth, but also for their accretion of 

historical and spiritual significance in generations past.  

In this section we have highlighted the emotional dimensions of narratives collected 

at Ngunguru. These discourses might typically be dismissed by the �rationalist� orientation 

of planning (with its conventional emphasis on the technical and quantifiable). Yet we 

believe they warrant documentation and interpretation on two counts: first, because 

emotions reflect deep, and often dismissed, dimensions of the people-place relationship; 

and second because emotions are not only produced by engagement with coastal 

landscapes but also, in turn, can produce collective mobilisation in favour of place 

protection. 

B. Place attachment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although the affective bonds between people and place are often under-

acknowledged, they frequently motivate community responses to developments such as 

that proposed for the Ngunguru sandspit (see, e.g., Manzo & Perkins, 2006). This link 

between feelings of belonging, the lived experience of place, and community mobilisation 

is arguably strengthened when development proposals disrupt people�s sense of place, as 
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well as the sense of self associated with familiar physical and social environments. �Place 

attachment� is analogous to the geographical notion of sense of place (Williams & Vaske, 

2003) and generally refers to �the positive emotional bonds that develop between 

individuals and their environment� (Brown & Raymond, 2007: 90). Here the word �develop� 

has significance, for place attachment among individuals generally develops over time and 

within a particular place, often with the impetus of being (at least intermittently) resident 

and hence immersed in the character of the place.  

In ex-urban coastal environments, the extent of social and environmental change 

potentially incurred by major developments can be profound and can feel overwhelming to 

�locals�. In other words, prospects of change �can make explicit the bonds between person 

and location that are typically latent, resulting in emotional responses such as anxiety and 

loss, and a sense of displacement� (Devine-Wright, 2009: np). While these responses can 

perhaps be easily dismissed by commentators, by simply describing what they are (i.e., 

�emotional�), they speak in a deeply human way to the strength of place attachment and 

commitment to locality-based community. 

In this section we explore this sense of place attachment in the narrative data, 

following Cresswell�s (2009) view that place transcends mere location to involve locale (the 

material settings for social relations) as well as sense of place (the feelings and emotions 

that place evokes). In the context of Ngunguru, this means we give credence not only to 

the tangible landscape and its role as a crucible for community and conflict, but also the 

feelings and experiences that inform people�s attachment to place. Most fundamentally, it 

is the material character of the landscape of Ngunguru that attracts and attaches residents 

to the area. This character is simultaneously stable (the sandspit is a constant, routine 

presence) and subject to change: �it�s a dynamic environment, it looks different everyday� 

(Carla). This dynamism is part of what is at stake in debates over development, which 

would inevitably result in at least partial stabilisation of the spit and dunes. As Trevor says: 

The sandspit itself is a very dynamic environment. I’ve seen the low-lying sandy areas 
inundated by high seas and flooded by heavy rains. I’ve seen manuka inundated by 
sand-dunes, and marram-topped dunes undercut by wind. I’ve seen middens slowly 
disappear under an advancing dune, only to re-appear years later. I’d like to see the 
sandspit stay that way, and not be "stabilised" by unnatural means. 
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To Beth, attachment to place cannot be disaggregated to highlight one element of 

the landscape over the others because, to her, there is a �relationship between the 

sandspit, the mountain and the sea and �  they all fit together as a total environment.� 

This underscores previous research which has found opposition to coastal development 

anchored in the notion of �a gestalt experience�, w hich will be degraded even if housing is 

confined to particular areas (Collins & Kearns, 2010a). This said, for many respondents, 

the sandspit is clearly a centerpiece within Ngunguru. For Kent, �the sandspit, intact and 

undeveloped, is a beautiful piece of coastline [which, with the maunga at its base, forms] a 

discrete geographical and cultural entity�. 

This comment speaks to the holistic understandings of the sandspit that prevail 

among �locals�. For David, the site�s significance is due to �a mixture of its landscape 

value, its habitat value, its cultural value, and its value to the community that make it so 

important�  It�s really the package of values.� Similarly, Daniel says �It�s not just a piece of 

barren, waste sand. It carries a purpose for the community. Multiple purposes even � it�s a 

barrier, an historical and archeological site, and a recreational place�. A discourse of 

uniqueness often underlies such assessments: �it�s just about unique. As a spit that hasn�t 

been built on. Well, there�s one more up in the Far North.� 

Official designations that are applied to the sandspit � such as �outstanding natural 

landscape� � involve the application of subjective terms (�outstanding�) to what are 

essentially objective assessments (e.g., comparing one site with another). To a minority of 

�locals�, however, the familiarity of the sandspit detracts from their willingness to embrace 

such superlatives: 

Q: In the local plan for the area they talk about the sandspit being an outstanding 
natural landscape. Is that a term you�d think is pretty fair, pretty accurate for it � do 
you think of it in that way? 

Francis: I don�t know whether it�s an outstanding landscape at all�  

Faith: It�s ordinary to us. 

Francis: Yeah it�s ordinary - we grew up with it. Because we live here. 
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Faith: Yeah it�s not pretty y�know. English countryside is pretty. This [points across 
road] is pretty farmland. Pretty beaches � y�know -  Wellington�s Bay. � the council 
[just] puts those labels on things. 

In the case of these respondents, skepticism towards official landscape designation 

processes was informed, in part, by experience as landowners seeking consents to 

develop other areas deemed to be of high value. In any case, their view � while opposed 

to the general consensus on the sandspit � did not necessarily detract from a more 

general sense that the material landscape at Ngunguru is a crucible for social dynamics of 

place. For the most part, these were seen as harmonious. As Carla noted, what strikes her 

is that �driving down into Ngunguru for the first t ime you see the estuary and the sandspit 

and how people are using them � for small-scale act ivity, kayaking, seafood collection, 

even in winter.�  

Definitions of place too easily incorporate only the material and the social. Eyles� 

(1985) conceptualisation of place goes a step further, signaling a recursive relationship 

between actual places and the notion of �dwelling� or �place-in-the-world�. In other words, 

place is not only shaped by landscape features and the social life and meanings contained 

therein, but the deeply personal experience of being in a place (being �placed�) also has 

significance. This significance is enhanced through the experience of dwelling there � 

either intermittently or permanently. Certainly, attachment to the Ngunguru sandspit is not 

limited solely to long-time local residents �it�s amazing how many people have got a 

connection. I think people value it if they�ve seen it, if they�ve been out there� (Karen). 

 This idea of place has been used and extended by Kearns and Andrews (2010) to 

help explain why some locations evoke feelings of wellbeing whereas others do not. Place 

attachment is, arguably, strongly shaped by whether one�s place-in-the-world (or identity) 

is enhanced or corroded by the qualities of the literal places of everyday life. With respect 

to Ngunguru, we encountered respondents who said they were attracted by the �open 

space and freedom of lifestyle.. where kids can go to school without shoes� (Eva). This 

seemingly inconsequential comment contrasted with Eva�s prior experience overseas (in a 

more regimented society and restricted climate) and seems an emblematic image of 

deeper, ontological aspects of place such as safety, security and comfort.  
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According to Trevor, �the main appeal is the familiarity of the area and the link with 

the past. I know pretty much every inch of the place.� The temporal reach of familiarity with 

place is powerful glue in place-attachment. This is echoed in another narrative in which 

Fagan�s attachment to the sandspit is evocatively linked to discourses of environmental 

integrity and childhood nostalgia along with a sense of foreboding with respect to the 

creeping grip of development pressures. His narrative warrants recounting in full: 

it�s a pristine sort of piece of beach, you�ve got birds nesting on it, it�s as it was when I 
was a kid so, you know, that�s forty years ago and it hasn�t really changed and I think 
there�s not an awful lot of places, particularly in Northland where you can say the 
same thing of it. You know, I�ve seen the changes Wellington Bay where there forty 
years ago there was a prime patch on the beach front scattered along and now it�s 
completely filled in and three baches back. And that will continue to happen, so you 
know Wellington Bay is sort of, is done and that will continue to grow as will Ngunguru 
[township] and Matapouri and the rest of them. 

Fagan�s feelings of place-attachment appear to be underlined by a sense of 

responsibility to do the right thing. He returned from overseas and saw an opportunity to 

buy property at Ngunguru from someone who �just saw [it] as some way of earning money 

and thought there�s an opportunity here to buy that land and take control of what does 

happen here, and make sure that it�s something good.� For him, attachment to place, while 

personal, is also informed by a concern for the common good, including protecting land 

with panaromic views of the sandspit from obtrusive and poor-quality residential 

development.  

Views of the sandspit often �featured in discussions around its future. Xavier noted 

an underlying tension, characteristic of New Zealand coastal property more generally (see 

Collins & Kearns, 2008), in which �the values that people want to preserve in the 

landscape, such as the open vistas, are also the exact same values touted in advertising 

for coastal property.� In other words, fuelled by the images promoted by the real estate 

industry, there is a quest on the part of private buyers to acquire the same �uninterrupted 

views� that lobby groups seek to keep in the public domain. This in turn bolsters 

expectations and hopes that the state will step in to purchase remaining undeveloped 

private coastal land, at Ngunguru and elsewhere.  




