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Background 
The Heaphy Track is managed as a Great Walk and is valued as an important recreation and tourism 
destination in the Buller and Nelson regions. The Heaphy Track provides a backcountry experience 
suitable for a wide range of people and an opportunity to learn about our history and conservation 
through multi-day tramping and mountain biking. 
 
In December 2010 the Department of Conservation carried out a partial review of the 
Kahurangi National Park Management Plan to allow for a three year trial of mountain biking 
on the Heaphy Track (on a seasonal basis between 1 May and 30 September).   

During the trial, social impact, physical impact and ecological monitoring was carried out. In 
September 2013, mountain bike use of the Heaphy Track was reviewed and a report1  concluded 
that conflict between walkers and mountain bikers was minimal.  There were no reports of people 
riding off the track or reports of damage to historical features or signs on the track.   Mountain bike 
use appeared to have no significant impact on sections of the track that were well formed and 
constructed and have the ability to drain freely.  The Heaphy Track is a well defined track corridor 
and there was no evidence of damage to track side vegetation.  There were no reports of adverse 
effects on kiwi. Predation of Powelliphanta is the most significant impact on the species. A report2

Overall, the 2013 report recommended that mountain biking be allowed to continue on the Heaphy 
Track.   

 
completed in November 2015, concluded that after three seasons of monitoring, the impacts of 
mountain bikers and other track users on Powelliphanta snails can be considered to be minimal and 
of no concern for the conservation management of the species.   

The Heaphy Track huts and campsites, however, have significant capacity to cater for greater 
numbers of both trampers and mountain bikers.   Extending the mountain bike season from 1 May 
to 30 September to 1 April to 30 November, excluding the four days of Easter has the potential to 
increase use of the Heaphy Track outside of the months when the numbers of walkers on the track 
are at their highest.  

What do we know about visitors to the Heaphy Track?  
In 2009, 4992 people tramped the Heaphy Track.    Since 2009, annual visitor numbers have 
increased by 37.5% to 68573

                                                           
1 Kahurangi National Park Mountain

.  The average length of stay is 2.8 nights. Mountain biking on the track 
was introduced in 2011, since then annual visitor number have increased from 5193 or 32%.  Prior to 
the mountain bike season being introduced, 581 people walked the Heaphy Track between the 

 Bike Trial 2011-2013 Resource Document  
2 Impacts of mountain bikers on Powelliphanta snails along the Heaphy track, Kahurangi National Park – 
Season 2015  
3 Annual Great Walk visitor numbers for the Heaphy Track 1 July 2014 – 30  June 2015   
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months 1 May to 30 September 2010.   By the end of the third year of the mountain bike trial, visitor 
use peaked over the five month mountain bike season, with 2,2634

 The length of stay in year one of the mountain bike trial was 1.8 nights and this increased to an 
average of 2.2 nights by year three of the trial. The Heaphy Track is popular with all ages: 9% of 
visitors are 0–17 years old; 39% of visitors are 18–35 years old; 24% are 36–50 years old; and 28% 
are more than 50 years old.   

 people either walking or biking 
the Heaphy Track during this five month period. 

The Heaphy Track is more popular with New Zealanders (64.7%) than international visitors (35.3%). 
Since the Department partnered with Air New Zealand to promote our Great Walks the gap has  
narrowed, with international visitors growing by 11.9%.  

Unlike some of the other Great Walks the track can be used all year round.   The track is most 
popular between the warmer months of November to April with use peaking in January.   

Compared to use of the other Great Walks, the Heaphy Track remains one of the least used Great 
Walks5

 

 and has significant capacity to cater for increased use, particularly in the warmer months of 
October and November (refer Figure 1, below).  

 
Figure 1 Heaphy Track visitor use by month/year showing an increase in use over the winter months since 
the mountain biking season was introduced in 2011. Note the use sharply declines at the end of the 
mountain bike season on 30 September and increases again in November.  

When mountain biking was introduced, Mountain Bike New Zealand anticipated that up to 3000 
people would ride the track each year. Allowing for mountain bike use of the Heaphy Track between 
1 May and 30 September annually has led to an increase in use over the winter months. In 2013, use 
peaked over the mountain biking season at 2263. At present booking data does not identify whether 
people are tramping or mountain biking, however based on use that occurred over the months 1 
May to 30 September prior to 20116

                                                           
4 Note the Heaphy Track Mountain Bike Trial 2011 – 2013 states visitor use of 2223 for the 2012/13 season.  
The data for this report was collected during the last days of September and actual use for this month is 40 
visitors higher, increasing the season total use to 2263.  (reference  Great Walk booking data) 

 an estimated 75% or  approximately 1650 people are mountain 
biking the track during the mountain-biking season.  Local observations would suggest that some 
people who have walked the track in the past are now biking the track. 

5 Annual Great Walk visitor numbers for 2014/15 Rakiura 5105, Routeburn 14227, Milford, 7107, Kepler, 
11936, Waikaremoana 6773, Tongariro Northern Circuit 8000, and Abel Tasman 36401. 
6 In 2010 visitor use between May and September was 581, by the end of the three year trial (2013/14), use 
during this period peaked at 2263.  
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There are three new huts, Perry Saddle, James Mackay and Heaphy Hut on the Heaphy Track which 
can accommodate 2640 people per month.   Five huts on the Heaphy Track7

Camp sites have capacity to cater for 5160 people per month and have an average occupancy of 
5.4%.  Camping is clearly less popular than staying in huts (campsites are unlikely to be used by 
mountain bikers due to the additional weight of camping equipment and stoves).  Walkers choosing 
to camp will also carry additional weight, however, campsites provide people an alternative to 
staying huts.   

 can accommodate 3720 
people per month.  On average the huts have occupancy at 25.4%. Users are required to book to 
stay overnight in these huts.   

In conclusion, both the huts and campsites on the Heaphy Track have significant capacity to cater for 
increased use.  

Social impacts  
Over the three-year trial of mountain biking on the Heaphy Track (from 2011 to 2013), visitors 
(walkers and mountain bikers) were invited to give feedback to the Department regarding their 
experiences, and to provide suggestions or general comments on the trial.  Feedback received during 
the trial showed that conflict between walkers and mountain bikers was minimal.   

The Department received 144 responses: only 6 were negative while 31 comments were positive.   
One person commented that “it was great to see the all the users, walkers and mountain bikers, 
sharing the track and enjoying the experience together. It was a very social occasion”. 

Research carried out on conflict between trampers and mountain bikers has found that overall, 
walkers dislike meeting mountain bikers much more than mountain bikers disliked meeting walkers.  
The main perception of walkers was that mountain bikers damage the tracks and/ or the 
environment and there were concerns about personal safety8

These perceptions and concerns were raised during feedback on the Heaphy Track mountain bike 
trial.  

. 

The main theme of negative feedback was that mountain bikers were not slowing down enough 
when approaching blind corners and were surprising walkers.  

The Department, Mountain Bike New Zealand and stakeholders developed and promote a Mountain 
Biker Code on the DOC website providing information on riding the Heaphy Track and on signs at 
entrances to the Heaphy Track with three key messages: 

• Respect others 

• Respect the rules 

• Respect the track. 

 
In regard to minimising conflict with other users, mountain bikers are asked to: 

• Stay in control, so you can safely avoid others and keep yourself intact. 

• Give way to others. 

• Use a bell or greeting when approaching others. 

                                                           
7 Perry Saddle 28 bunks, Saxon 16 bunks, James Mackay 28 bunks, Lewis Hut 20 bunks and Heaphy Hut 32 
bunks have gas cooking and wood stoves (these hut meet Great Walk Service Standard).  Gouland Downs hut 8 
bunks and Brown hut at the start of Heaphy Track have no gas cooking and do not meet Great Walk Service 
Standard.   
8 Conflict in recreation: the case of mountain-bikers and trampers,   Horn, Chrys, Lincoln University 1994            
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•  Ride shared use tracks in small groups. A bike train with a dozen riders displaces other 
users. 

Concessionaires who used the Heaphy Track during the three-year mountain biking trial, were also 
asked whether they considered that mountain bikers had complied with the Mountain Biker Code 
and if they identified any conflict between walkers and mountain bikers and if so how often. 

The responses were that there were no reports of conflict. Comments from concessionaires and/or 
guides included: 

“I walked through the Heaphy about 20 times and always found mountain bikers to be courteous and 
considerate.” 

‘There was no conflict, none at all that I am aware of, in fact all I saw and experienced was happy 
and respectful interactions and this included fantastic up-beat evening conversations in the huts.” 

“We did not get negative feedback from either parties” (mountain bikers or trampers). 

Overall, these comments suggested that compliance of mountain bikers adhering to the mountain 
bikers code has been high. It is difficult to fully gauge the effect of mountain bikers upon walkers due 
to the fact that there were few walkers on the track during the mountain biking trial, however, the 
limited number of instances of conflict reflects that both the mountain bikers and walkers are 
sharing the track with consideration for each other9

The Old Ghost Road

.  
10

There is little or no research identified on the displacement of walkers by bikers that is applicable to 
the Heaphy Track.  Feedback from people using the Heaphy Track over the mountain bike trial would 
suggest that the conflict between bikers and walkers is minimal. However, mountain bikers 
outnumbered walkers during the mountain biking season and extending the mountain biking season 
into the warmer months may increase the number of encounters between walkers and bikers.   

  is also a Grade 4 multi day mountain biking similar in nature to the Heaphy 
Track that was fully opened in December 2015.  This track is open to biking and trampers all year 
round and to date there have been no reports that conflict is an issue between trampers and bikers 
on this track.  However, trampers on this track do anticipate coming into contact with bikers.   

How many people participate in mountain biking? 
Estimates for levels of participation in mountain biking and overnight / multi day tramping among 
New Zealanders vary and studies do not demonstrate that one is more popular than the other.11,12,13 
In 2015 the Department’s Survey of New Zealanders showed that participation in overnight/multiday 
tramping and mountain biking/cycling on pubic conservation lands were equal in popularity14

There is no specific information on the popularity of overnight / multiday mountain bike trips. 
Likewise, surveys do not break down participation by the grade of the track, therefore it is not 
possible to determine the size of the market segment participating in Grade 4 mountain biking. 

.  

The Department manages approximately 12,000 km of multi day tramping tracks15

                                                           
9 Kahurangi National Park Mountain

 however, the 
majority of these tracks are not suitable or used for mountain biking. The introduction and 

 Bike Trial 2011-2013 Resource Document 
10 http://www.oldghostroad.org.nz/ 
11 https://www.walkingaccess.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2015-07-06-Colmar-Brunton-Walking-Access-Survey-
2015-HIGHLIGHTS.pdf  
12http://nzsar.org.nz/Portals/4/Publications/Research/OUTDOOR%20Attitudes%20_%20Knowledge%20Resear
ch%20Report%20Aug%202015.pdf 
13 New Zealand natural outdoors participation and expenditure, Horizons Research, March 2013. 
14 http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/about-doc/role/visitor-research/survey-of-new-zealanders-2015.pdf 
15 As at 6 April 2016 869 km of Easy Tramping Tracks, 395 km of Great Walks, 8927 km of Tramping Tracks  
1738 km of Routes  

https://doccm.doc.govt.nz/cs/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&dID=430468&dDocName=DOCDM-1294089�
http://www.oldghostroad.org.nz/�
https://www.walkingaccess.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2015-07-06-Colmar-Brunton-Walking-Access-Survey-2015-HIGHLIGHTS.pdf�
https://www.walkingaccess.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2015-07-06-Colmar-Brunton-Walking-Access-Survey-2015-HIGHLIGHTS.pdf�
http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/about-doc/role/visitor-research/survey-of-new-zealanders-2015.pdf�
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construction of 23 New Zealand Cycle Trail Great Rides 16

The Heaphy Track is not promoted as a Great Ride, however, the Old Ghost Road is, and this track 
provides a similar but perhaps more challenging Grade 4 multi day ride in the Buller District.  The 
feasibility study for this track estimated that the Old Ghost Road would receive 2200 overnight users 
in year one increasing to 2800 by year five.  Since being completed in December 2015 reported 
levels of use

  has most likely contributed to an increase 
in participation.   

17

It is considered that the Old Ghost Road is likely to complement rather than compete with the 
Heaphy Track.  

 on this track suggest these figures are realistic.  

It is estimated that potentially 2200 – 3000 people per annum could ride the Heaphy Track and 
extending the mountain bike season could be one way to increase use of the Heaphy Track.   
Discussion  
Concerns about an increase in environmental damage and issues with visitor safety/conflict that 
were raised prior to the trial of mountain bikes on the Heaphy Track were not reflected in the 
feedback received during the three year mountain bike trial.  

It is difficult to fully gauge the effect of mountain bikers upon walkers due to the fact that there 
were few walkers on the track during the mountain biking trial compared to the number of bikers, 
however, the limited number of instances of reported conflict reflects that both the mountain bikers 
and walkers who were sharing the track were doing so with consideration for each other. 

This would suggest that while some people may have the perception that conflict will occur between 
walkers and bikers, actual conflict on the Heaphy Track has been minimised by describing in pre-visit 
information that the Heaphy Track has a dual use walking and mountain biking season, the nature 
and grade of the track is a challenging, multi-day Grade 4 ride and mountain bikers are following the 
Mountain Bikers Code of Conduct. 

It is considered that the level of conflict reported between walkers and mountain bikers is 
acceptable. 

The Heaphy Track has significant capacity to cater for increased use.  

Anticipated use of the Old Ghost Road and actual use/ forecast use of the Heaphy Track suggest that 
between 2200 and up to 3000 mountain bikers per year could use the Heaphy Track.   

Extending the mountain bike season into warmer months may be one way of increasing use of the 
Heaphy Track.  

To determine the number of people mountain biking on the track it is recommended that the hut 
booking system for the Heaphy Track require people to identify whether they are tramping or 
mountain biking the track.  It is also recommended that the link on the Department’s web site 
allowing visitor comments on our facilities is retained as a way of monitoring potential conflict and 
allowing people to provide feedback on their experience of the Heaphy Track.   A survey of visitors to 
Heaphy Track could also be carried out. 

 

 

                                                           
16 http://nzcycletrail.com/  
17 Mokihinui Track OGR  bike counter recorded 1612 cyclists between September 2015 and February 2016 

http://nzcycletrail.com/�
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