
HAWKDUN and IDA Ranges

1. Landforms

The Hawkdun Range, with its northern and southern
extensions, the Ewe and Ida ranges respectively, is a distinctive
block mountain formation. It has an uninterrupted length of
over 50 km on a north-south axis.

Its steep western escarpment rises between 900 and 1050 m
above the Maniototo Plain and upper Manuherikia Valley.
This even-crested face is the most prominent feature of the
range and it dominates the upper Manuherikia Valley. The
eastern slope dips gently into a large and deeply incised
peneplain upland drained by the Otematata and Otamatapaio
rivers. Part of this is locally known as the ‘Hawkdun plateau’
The St. Marys Range rises further to the east.

The crest height increases gradually from 1520 to 1870 m
south to north. It is relatively narrow in places due to the
action of leeward cirque gouging, creating steep headwalls.

Unlike the schist ranges to the south and west, this non-
foliated greywacke range has an absence of tors along its crest.
Rock outcrops occur in gullies on the western escarpment,
particularly below Mt. Ida. In summer months solifluction
features arising from freeze-thaw actions can be seen,
particularly on upper east facing headwaters of the Otematata
catchment. Patterned ground such as earth hummocks, stone
stripes and nets, and polygons are to be found along the higher
crests.

2. Vegetation and Wildlife

Most of the upper slopes are fellfield, consisting of angular,
fractured, dark rock which provides a relatively stable base for a
sparse scattering of specialised cushion plants and small
shrubs. There are few endemic species; this greywacke range is
distinguished more by the absence of species which are found
throughout the other Otago block mountains.(i) Generally the
Hawkduns appear more vegetated than the adjacent St. Marys
Range, with less extensive screes on the range flanks.

An unusual feature is the presence of an open cover of slim
snowgrass on the ‘Hawkdun plateau’. As a result of burning,
this species is usually replaced by the tuft-forming blue
tussock and alpine fescue tussock. Herbfield communities are
virtually absent, probably because of the nature of the parent
rock in the alpine zone.c2) At lower and drier sites the narrow-
leaved snowgrass is dominant, but is replaced on the lower
flanks and in gullies by a denser cover of short fescue tussock
with matagouri and Okuriu species.

Snow tussock grassland vegetation is moderately to extremely
depleted generally.(3*4)

Hmddun Range from southern slopes of St, Batham Range

Populations of giant scree skink have been identified on the Ida
Range.@

The range is within the Hawkdun district of the Waitaki
Ecological Region.

The western flanks of the Hawkdun Range have been advocated
for reserve status. This probably provides the best example in
the ecological re ion of an altitudinal sequence of different
vegetation types.(Y) It ranges from red tussock grassland on the
valley floor terraces in the upper Manuherikia, to sparse
fellfield vegetation on the range crest. The red tussock is under
considerable development pressure.

3. History and Land Use

3 .l Pastoralism
Such high, cold country was not the first choice of
pastoralists. It was not until 1858 that pastoral licences were
issued, with the bulk of the range divided between two large
stations: Hawkdun and Omarama. Mounting pressures from
miners and landless farmers for subdivision and closer
settlement were not the only problems for runholders. Rabbits
swarmed northwards over the range in the early 1880’s. During
the preceding years, plentiful wekas on Omarama Station had
kept a check on the rabbits, but they were overwhelmed by this
latter invasion. In 1893, some 300,000 rabbits were killed on
Omarama Station alone.@) The high country was very slow to
recover from the combined ravages of fire, sheep, and rabbits.

St. Marys Range and Otematata River valley.

Pigs live in scrubby gullies, venturing out onto the tussock
grasslands where their rootings do considerable damage. There
is also a low population of red deer, their numbers being kept
to a near-zero level by helicopter operators. Hares range over
the whole area. Wild sheep are found throu hout the
Otematata headwaters and in the vicinity of Mt. 1da.c_F)



The ‘big snow’ of 1895 inflicted heavy stock losses, when
snow fell every day for a month. Omarama Station lost
18,000 sheep, to be repeated in 1903 with another 11,000 lost.
Hawkdun Station lost 37 per cent of its flock. Losses of
1,500-2,000 per year were regarded as normal.@)

3.2 Land Tenure
The Hawkduns and its outliers are predominantly pastoral
lease, but with substantial areas of pastoral occupation licence
in the Otematata headwaters and on the Ida Range. A
substantial area of the northern Ida Range is Unalienated
Crown Land (I-JCL). The Tara Hills Research Station occupies
part of the Ewe Range’s northern crest. The Mt. Buster end of
the Ida Range is freehold. In 1980 three pastoral leases on the
flanks of the Ida Range were reclassified as Farm Land. Only
one of these remains as a pastoral lease.

3.3 Land Use Capability
The entire Otematata peneplain is Class 7, with all higher
crests Class 8 . It is only on the lowest western escarpments
and in the lower Otamatapaio and Otematata that there are
Class 6 or better lands. Catchment authorities consider that
all Class 8 land should be retired from grazing, with the greater
bulk (Class 7) only marginally suitable for pastoral use.(3,4)

3.4 Lignite Mining
Over several years the Liquid Fuels Trust Board has
commissioned feasibility studies on the Hawkdun lignite field
in the upper Manuherikia Valley, immediately at the foot of
the range. Large scale open-cast mining was investigated,
along with a methanol conversion plant and an associated new
town of 10,000 or more residents.

Such a development, and any related communications spill-
over on to the range, would most probably overwhelm the
natural character of the whole district. However in 1987 the
Board concluded th@ methanol production was not
economically viable, and decided that no further investigations
or development would ~rcceed.(~)

3.5 District Scheme Zoning
The Waitaki-Maniototo County boundary is along the crest of
the Hawkduns. The crest of the range within Waitaki
County is zoned Rural D (soil conservation), while the
Otematata catchment is Rural E (water quality). The
Otamatapaio catchment and Ewe Range is Rural C (extensive
farming and scenic).(lo)

The south side of the range’s upper slopes is within the
Maniototo County’s Rural B (High Country Protection)
zone, making vehicle tracking a discretionary use.(l l)

4. Recreational Opportunities

4.1 Tramping
Historically the Ida Range has received much attention for
recreation. As a high point, the summit of Mt. Ida (1570 m)
has long been an objective for summer visitors to the nearby
township of Naseby. Tourist Spur above the Naseby State
Forest provides a convenient, but steep walking route on to the
Ida Range.

The Mt. Buster gold workings are another destination, by foot
or vehicle, to view spectacular white quartz gravel pinnacles,

being unsluiced remnants from their enclosing terraces. From
this locality there is potential for through-trips on foot down
the Otematata Valley, or over the St. Marys Range to the
Waitaki Valley. This would entail two or more days tramping.

4.2 H u n t i n g
Pig and quail hunting is popular, particularly within areas
accessible by 4WD vehicle, The largest chukar population in
Otago is to be found on the Ida Range. This bird frequents
bare screes and more open tussock grasslands above 900 m.

4.3 Winter Climbing
For several years now, the steep gullies on the south face of
Mt. Ida have provided a good training ground for Dunedin
climbers to practice ice climbing. Activity is highly variable
depending on seasonal conditions. The south and west faces of
the Ida and Hawkdun ranges respectively, provide a variety of
steep snow climbs.

4.4 Cross Country Skiing
It is cross country skiing which is developing as the main
winter use of the Hawkduns. Access onto the range crest
usually involves a 900 m climb up the western face. Ice axe
and crampons are advisable. Other approaches are from the
Otamatapaio Valley or from either end of the Ida and Ewe
ranges.

There are over 50 km of crest and the extensive ‘Hawkdun
plateau’, providing considerable opportunity for extended cross
country skiing as well as for shorter trips. This area provides
some of the greatest scope for cross country traverses in Otago.
With favourable snow cover, traverses to the Kakanui Range or
Lindis Pass are possible. The terrain is varied, from gentle
crests and basins, to steep and very steep gullies and faces.

The Hawkduns perpendicular alignment to the prevailing
south-westerlies, results in a lower snowline and more reliable
snow cover than adjacent ranges. It also appears to experience
less severe winds than either the St. Bathans or St. Marys
ranges.

An absence of obvious developments during winter, such as
fence-lines, provides an experience of remoteness on a grand
scale, which is not always apparent on other Central Otago
ranges. The Hawkduns are also off the usual flight paths for
light aircraft, which heightens feelings of remoteness.

Along the range crest there is an absence of huts, requiring

Winter visit to the Mt. Buster sluicings.
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skiers to either camp, snowcave or igloo on the crest, or in a
leeward cirque. Much of the high crests of the Hawkduns, and
part of the Ida Range, are traversed by vehicle tracks, some of
very recent origin. These detract considerably from the natural
scene, particularly during snow-free months. However these
ranges are one of the few relatively unmodified winter
recreation areas left in Central Otago, providing considerable
scope ior extended, self-sufficient skiing. Such a scarce
resource should be cherished, with its remote experience values
conserved.

Skiing the Xawkdun plateau’ above the Rambling Gorge.

5. Zoning

5.1 Natural Experience

Although the lower flanks of the Ida, Hawkdun and Ewe ranges
have been partly modified by oversowing and farm access
tracks, the Hawkduns overall remain predominantly natural in
character. The central, and least modified core is zoned natural
experience.

The potential for semi-remote experience cross country skiing,
requires management towards conserving the area’s natural
values. Natural experience zonation is appropriate in this case,
as the degree of modification, and relative ease of access
precludes a ‘higher’ status for recreational purposes. However a
conscious effort needs to be made to retain remote experience
values, in addition to natural values. This will require
avoidance of incompatible development and regulation of
incompatible recreational activities.

and the recreational opportunities within. The ‘Hawkdun
plateau’ (centred on the Rambling Gorge), Mts. Buster and
Kyeburn all provide excellent cross country ski terrain. The
former area has remote experience values in winter, the latter
being within the range of day trips. In summer, historic gold
workings and hunting provide significant attractions.

6. Recommendations

6 .l Class 8 and severely eroded Class 7 lands be
progressively removed from pastoral lease and licence tenures
within the natural experience zone (this will account for the
greater proportion of the area).

6.2 The above lands be collectively managed, along with
existing UCL, by the Department of Conservation as a
Conservation Area.

6.3 A Protected Natural Areas survey be undertaken over the
Hawkdun Ecological District to determine minimum protected
area requirements.

6.4 Within the natural experience zone no further vehicle
tracking or other earth disturbances be permitted except to
allow retirement fence construction, in which case revegetation
of disturbed sites should be a requirement.

6.5 Maintain winter remote experience values within the
natural experience zone, and on the ‘Hawkdun plateau’ (open
space zone), by prohibiting recreational facility developments,
over-snow vehicles, and aircraft landings for recreational
purposes.

The zone contains potentially large reserve areas.
Winter catnap, corrugated style

5.2 Open Space

The lower, more modified western flanks, most of the
Otematata and Otamatapaio catchments, and northern Ewe
Range are zoned open space.

Within this zone varying intensities of farm access tracking
and pasture development have occurred, although extensive
areas present relatively unmodified, expansive landscapes. This
is particularly the case in the upland Otematata peneplain
between the St. Marys and Hawkdun ranges.

6.6 Protect skyline crests by encouraging use of alternative
sites for communications installations.

6.7 Retain existing legal roads (formed and unformed) as
public accessways and provide additional, practical legal foot
access to the natural experience zone, in particular up the
Otamatapaio Valley and to the eastern end of the Ida Range.

The area should function as a buffer for the natural experience
zone, as well as to maintain open tussock grassland landscapes,
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Windy conditions on the Ida Range.




