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Comment by the Weed Management Advisory on Auckland 
Council Memo to Orakei Local Board regarding Ellerslie Weed 
and Vegetation Management Legacy Policy  
 

Authored by Hana Blackmore of the WMA for the Toxins Awareness Group (TAG) and 
Michael Park School, Ellerslie 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

The memo to Orakei LB and considered at their 16 March 2017 meeting was in response to a 

resolution from Orakei LB at their 8 December 2016 meeting: 

 

That the Ōrākei Local Board: 

b)      requests officers to report to the Board’s February 2017 business meeting on the 

question of extending the 30 year legacy ban, that existed in Ellerslie, on chemical 

spraying in the Ōrākei Local Board area and include analysis of the cost 

effectiveness of alternatives to chemical spraying. 

 

Introduction 

 

The response memo from Mike Tucker is unsatisfactory and completely inadequate for a factual 

document meant to inform decision making.  It is full of misleading, unreliable and inaccurate 

statements and details.   

 

Local Authority has a statutory duty under the Public Records Act, 2005 to make and maintain 

full and accurate public records. The Ombudsman informs us that in the event that a written 

record does not exist, then public servants are required to search their memories.   

 

It should not be necessary for members of the general public to be responsible for maintaining 

this knowledge nor remedying gross inaccuracies because proper records have not been 

maintained to be consulted.  Both policies and relevant legacy City Council agendas and minutes 

should be readily available. 
1
 So why this misleading response? 

 

It should also be noted that Dr Meriel Watts the author of the legacy policy in question is a 

member of Council’s own Best Practice Reference Group on weed management.  Why was Dr 

Watts not contacted for assistance and accurate verification?     

 

Project 17 as quoted by Mr Tucker does not cover vegetation control on the roadside.  The 

continuing failure to recognise and acknowledge that it is the use of agrichemicals on the 

roadside that is the public’s prime concern here is indicative of either Council’s deliberate 

unwillingness to acknowledge this responsibility or the loss of institutional knowledge and 

personnel who could inform current staff.   

 

The fact that this responsibility for roadsides has been delegated to Auckland Transport is 

irrelevant.  Both the current Auckland Council 2013 Policy (WMP) and the legacy Auckland 

City Weed Management Policy explicitly include management of vegetation on the streets and 

roadsides.   

                                                 
1
 Policies were supplied to the WMA in 2013 by Council Officers. 
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As a CCO Auckland Transport has to comply with the Policy, which of course they are familiar 

with, as they are joint members of the Council’s internal Weed Management Policy 

implementation Group.    

 

 

Ellerslie/Auckland City chemical ban 

 

With regard to the prime contention from Mr Tucker that he has been unable to verify the 30 

year old Ellerslie no-herbicide use policy or approval by any committees of the City Council we 

draw his attention to the fact that the legacy Policy that includes this provision was approved by 

the Parks & Recreation Committee of Auckland City on 26 March 1999, and was subsequently 

adopted by full council on 15 April 1999.  The city-wide Policy records: 
 

Ensure all urban roadsides are managed by non-herbicide methods.   

This is further defined for Ellerslie: 

   

In Ellerslie, there is a ban on all herbicide use on roadsides and sportsfields.   

 

The policy also records that this ban which was in existence for ten years before the 1998 policy 

development, be retained on adoption of the policy: 

 

That the status quo be retained for the Waiheke, Great Barrier and Ellerslie herbicide 

use policies.   

 

This status quo is noted as follows: 

Ensure the following existing herbicide use restrictions are observed: 

 Waiheke Island: no herbicide use at all, with a dispensation for bush reserves on 

application to the Waiheke Community Board and with provision of a long-term 

management plan. 

 Great Barrier Island: no herbicide use on roadsides, except for specific environmentally 

damaging weeds and for non-spray application on tar seal edges and around culverts as 

required; no spraying in the vicinity of schools. 

 Ellerslie: no herbicide use on roadsides or sports fields.  

 

Additionally, the policy records that: 

In Ellerslie, in the Maungakiekie Ward, there is a ban on herbicide use on roadsides and 

sports parks; neighbourhood parks are under the Chemical Reduction Programme that 

applies to the rest of the City. 
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To suggest therefore that there is no evidence or proof of adoption of the 30 year old 

nonchemical policy (on roadsides and parks) for Ellerslie is absolute nonsense.  And at no time 

has there been any resolution passed by any subsequent committee to revoke it. 

So the request being addressed here of extending the 30 year legacy ban is legitimate.   But 

given the history of the nonchemical policy there is a need for further clarification. 

 

                                                 
2
 Council’s 2013 Operational Review records that over a dozen parks in the Orakei/Maungakiekie/Tamaki local 

board areas are currently designated 100% chemical free including those in Ellerslie. 
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Auckland City nonchemical roadside policy clarification 

 

As noted, this response from Mike Tucker does not cover roadside management except to say: 

… Auckland Transport has also verified that it has continued to use the same weed control 

methods as were used by the legacy council organisations at the time of amalgamation.”  This is 

the standard line trotted out ad nauseam and, as the WMA has informed both Auckland 

Transport and Council on numerous occasions, is not correct. 

 

The legacy Auckland City policy is for 100% nonchemical vegetation control of the roadsides 

across the entire city.   This policy still stands today.  The blatant breaking of the nonchemical 

policy on the roadsides by Auckland Transport contractors was what provoked this very appeal 

to Orakei LB asking to return to what was established in 1999 - that 100% of city roadsides are 

treated nonchemically.   

 

Elsewhere, both Auckland Council and Auckland Transport have maintained that this roadside 

policy was only 95% nonchemical and that it allowed 5% chemical to be used.  This also needs 

to be clarified once and for all.    

 

 The 1999 legacy policy is absolutely clear that 100% of roadsides are managed by non-

herbicide methods. 

 Subsequently, contractor feedback about the difficulties of treating nutgrass, which was 

estimated to constitute less than 5% of street vegetation led to a dispensation for treatment of 

nutgrass with chemical if necessary. 

 This ‘translated’ into 5% chemical use allowed leaving 95% of treatment being nonchemical. 

 This restriction of a maximum of 5% chemicals being permitted was only for nutgrass – 

and only spot treatment.  It was quite clear that it was NOT and never intended for general 

purpose weeds or vegetation. 
3
  

 By 2013 Parks were interpreting the 5% chemical use was for separate “spot spraying” of 

“problem weeds.” 
4
 

 But, when Auckland Transport took over, their contractors started adding the 5% of 

‘permitted’ chemical (glyphosate) to the organic fatty acid spray as a general purpose 

vegetation treatment thus completely negating the legacy policy of 100% nonchemical 

streets and roads.
5
   

 It is further noted that Ellerslie– like Waiheke – was not subject to this city-wide 5% 

dispensation and should have remained 100% nonchemical, including for spot spraying. 
6
   

 As recently as March 2017 information from an Auckland Transport engineer for the 

Ellerslie area shows they still continue to add chemicals to the organic product, not only 

breaking the city-wide policy but Ellerslie’s 100% nonchemical status.  

 

Auckland Council’s total failure to consult the developers of the legacy policy and their own 

records has perpetuated this continuing myth of permitted chemical use.  Once again, it should 

not be the responsibility of the public to inform staff and officers of the facts, nor be responsible 

for holding and retaining these documents. 

 

And it should be noted that in spite of the fact that both Auckland Council and Auckland 

Transport have been fully informed on numerous occasions by the WMA that the legacy practice 

                                                 
3
 Reviews, reports and complaints correspondence of the legacy City Council 

4
 Email correspondence with Auckland Council’s Manager Local and Sports Parks May 2013 

5
 From LGOIMA documents supplied in 2015 detailing all contractor methodologies and chemicals.    

6
 Waiheke Island was subjected to chemical spraying soon after AT took over the roadside contract. After 

investigation AT confirmed that Waiheke was 100% nonchemical - (the contractor had “misinterpreted” the 

specifications).  AT apologised and chemicals were withdrawn. 
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is being broken – including a comprehensive report in January 2016
7
 - there has been no 

acknowledgement, let alone remedial action being taken.    

 

 

Maintenance of sports fields  

 

With regard to the second area of nonchemical policy that Mr Tucker has addressed regarding 

sportsfields; whilst he acknowledges that some legacy nonchemical maintenance has continued 

in Ellerslie he has muddied this response with inaccurate and misleading cost evaluations and 

conclusions.   

 

The legacy policy evaluation table Mr Tucker has used in his Memo to Orakei LB was from 

Sports Park Officer John McLaughlin and is based on his comparison of the then current costs in 

operation of nonchemical maintenance of Ellerslie Domain and Michaels Ave Reserve with an 

estimate for chemical treatment instead.   

 

So whilst Mr Tucker’s quote from the policy of … there appears to be a significant difference 

between herbicide and non-herbicide management of sports parks, based on the [table] 

summary of costs is technically correct, he has failed to note the significance of the word 

“appears.” He has therefore totally missed the detailed qualifications and analysis that in fact 

results in a completely different conclusion.  

 

Not only were the different cost of sand and soil based fields combined in the Table 24 from 

which he quotes, but the final analysis of the cost concludes:   

 

The costs of adopting non-herbicide management of sports field is minimal, particularly 

for sand-based fields. (pp 98). (Our emphasis) 

 

This conclusion is not compatible with Mr Tucker’s contention that the costs were “considerably 

higher.”  Mr Tucker’s selective quotes also fail to convey the fact that these details are from a 

working policy actually being implemented.  The extensive work being done by Sports Park 

Officer John McLaughlin, and detailed in the Policy, is depressingly skated over by Mr Tucker.   

 

For example, Mr Tucker’s quoted reference of a limited trial of nonherbicide maintenance was 

actually a work in progress that had already been going on for three years.  Not only was Mr 

McLaughlin trialling and developing the nonchemical techniques in Ellerslie Domain and 

Michaels Ave Reserve, but they were being ... progressively modified and refined, and used in 

other Sports Parks in Auckland City.  Indeed, the Policy contains a detailed 13 point section on 

these non-herbicide turf management initiatives for contractors to work with to achieve best 

practice.    

 

Once again, the policy itself confirms what Mr Tucker denies, that the December residents’ letter 

to Orakei LB is correct when it states … all sports fields in Ellerslie were maintained through 

non-herbicide methodology.   

 

 

Cost effectiveness 

 

The Orakei LB request for … analysis of the cost effectiveness of alternatives to chemical 

spraying has been barely addressed by Mr Tucker, excluding the evaluation of sports parks turf 

                                                 
7
 Auckland Sinking into a Toxic Dark Age:  Report on the Current State of Auckland’s Chemical Spray Regime, 

January 2016 
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management noted above which would actually confirm that chemical alternatives were cost 

effective. 

 

It should also be noted that after this memo was presented to Orakei LB, it was confirmed by 

Council that under the new Community Facilities Maintenance Contracts the treatment 

methodology for all hard edging in parks and reserves would be standardised as mechanical or 

manual.   It appears this was possible because tenders showed there was no price difference over 

chemicals. 

 

To be fair to Mr Tucker, there is no doubt that the question of alternative costings has been 

dogged for years by confounding factors and variations as he acknowledges in his memo.  The 

lack of ‘real-world’ up to date comparative operational costs, where apples are compared to 

apples, has resulted in estimates and guestimates and shots in the dark.  

 

This is particularly relevant to the prime concern here which is the treatment of roadside 

vegetation.   

 

The complexity of contractual areas with varying design, quality and age of the infrastructure, 

differing road and pavement surfaces, together with the actual number of treatment edges on any 

length of roadway, makes it near impossible to compare one area’s methodology with another 

for costing purposes. 

 

The separation of roadside vegetation control from ‘parks’ and its subsequent delegation to 

Auckland Transport is the abiding problem.  Vegetation control under Auckland Transport has 

been subsumed into its asset maintenance contracts.  It is not a separate specialised division, 

with ‘extractable’ pricing. 
8
  

 

Research done by the WMA over the last couple of years show that the cost of doing roadside 

vegetation control under Auckland Transport has at the very least doubled if not tripled.  Many 

of the figures supplied by Auckland Transport of alternative costs compared to chemical have 

been outlandish and preposterous.
9
   

 

The arms-length nature of Auckland Transport, the lack of democratic accessibility, 

accountability and transparency has led to the WMA determining a number of years ago, that 

vegetation control in the road corridor should be returned to Council’s Parks division.   

 

Auckland Transport in our opinion should ‘stick to its knitting’ and leave vegetation and weed 

control to the experts and specialists who are enthusiastic about the job they do and are willing 

to adapt and innovate to bring cost effective and safe nonchemical  methodologies to our city.   

 

The only conclusion that can be drawn from Mr Tucker’s response is that analysis of the cost 

effectiveness of alternative treatments to chemical spraying has not been done here, nor can it be 

done until apples can indeed be compared to apples as has been done to some degree with the 

Community Facilities Maintenance Contracts.   

 

  

                                                 
8
 Unlike Auckland Council which was able to supply Price Waterhouse Coopers with copies of tendered contracts, 

schedule of prices and variation notices for its Review of Weed Control Costs for Hard Edges in Parks. (Nov 2015) 
9
 Costing Variations for Vegetation Control - Draft (work in progress) July 2016:  Cost comparisons for alternative 

non-chemical methodologies measured against chemical (glyphosate) price. 
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Conclusion 

 

As noted in the introduction, the memo from Auckland Council’s Mike Tucker is barely 

adequate at addressing the questions asked of it by Orakei Local Board. 

 

What information it does give in relation to legacy policies is either wrong or fails to address the 

right question leading to misleading conclusions.  The inability to either consult the right people 

for the right information or access relevant Council records is inexcusable.  Staff have a duty to 

ensure the information and advice they are giving is balanced and based on facts not 

suppositions. 

 

And in this respect the constant belittling of the public that they do not know what they are 

talking about, when so many were in fact involved for years on the development of these very 

policies, even sitting on Council consultative groups, is unworthy.  It would be good to consult 

these residents, not pat them on the head. 

 

The bedding down of the new Super City Auckland Council has of course had its challenges, but 

throwing the baby out with the bathwater is not, we suggest, any solution. Ignoring the wealth of 

institutional knowledge and expertise both within and outside council is now of some concern 

and leads to considerable unease about hidden agendas. 

 

It is not without note that during the development of Council’s 2013 WMP Auckland Transport 

requested that their roadside vegetation control operations be removed from the policy.  This 

was not agreed to.  Unfortunately it has been made abundantly clear over the subsequent years 

that Auckland Transport do not want to use nonchemical methodologies let alone comply with, 

support or implement Council’s weed management policy.  This is evidenced by the current 

recommendation in all operational reviews and briefing documents that all roadside treatment be 

standardised using chemicals.  

 

This stony, unsympathetic attitude and continuing theme of abject negativity appears to be 

infecting council staff in their attitude and approach to questions like these raised by Orakei 

Local Board.  The continued lack of any positive, constructive or optimistic response is 

demoralising.  We need a ‘can-do’ positive attitude, not the constant “no, this cannot be done” 

end of story position. 

 

It would be our recommendation that as Auckland Transport’s hostile attitude to nonchemical 

vegetation treatment is counter to lawfully adopted policy, that they relinquish this ‘burden’ 

immediately and transfer all roadside vegetation control responsibility back to Council.  

Integration into community facilities maintenance contracts would then introduce economies of 

scale and a seamless cost effective nonchemical specialist service, as successfully operated for 

over twenty years pre-Super City amalgamation. 

 

 

Hana Blackmore 

For the Weed Management Advisory 

7 April 2017 

 
  


