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Caves, Cliffs, Blowholes and Beaches

WHOSE ROHE?

Ngäi Tahu is the iwi, Käti Waewae are the hapü.
Contact Käti Waewae Rünaka for further information.

Punakaiki is in the centre of the Paparoa National Park. The
landscape is a unique mix of karst limestone, coastal forests, sea
cliffs, rocky shores, lagoons, and human history, both Euro-
pean and Mäori. It is an ideal place for a school camp or day trip
as there are many things to do and study in a small area.  If your
group is after a more challenging exercise, Punakaiki is also
close to the start of several over night tramps.

WHAT�S IN A NAME?

Tama Mokau Te Rangihaeata stated that Punakaiki was a Ngäi
Tahu word which describes the neck and throat of a human being.
Another interpretation is that Puna is �a spring� and Kaike or
Kaika means �lie in a heap.�

SPECIAL FEATURES TO LOOK OUT FOR

� The amazing rata vine climbing around a matai tree along the Truman
Track.

� The Cavern.
� The Putai Blowhole at high tide.
� Aotearoa/New Zealand�s only native palm, the nïkau, is a prominent

feature.
� The Westland petrel/taiko flying in to shore at dusk in autumn or

winter.

Punakaiki
Paparoa National Park

Protect plants and animals

Remove rubbish

Bury toilet waste

Keep streams and lakes clean

Take care with fires

Camp carefully

Keep to the track

Consider others

Respect our cultural heritage

Enjoy your visit

Toitu te whenua
( Leave the land undisturbed )



18

SHORT WALKS

For a complete list of all walks refer to the �Walks in the Punakaiki and
Paparoa Area� brochure. Contact the Visitor Centre to find out tidal in-
formation.  If you only have a short time to spend at Punakaiki, then it is
important to organise your activities around the tide.  The Pancake
Rocks are at their best at high tide.  If you want to visit the Truman
Track beach or the beach and cave at Fox River mouth, then you need
to go at low tide.

Pancake Rocks and Blowholes
(Easy, 20 min loop)
This track takes you around the Pancake Rocks and blowholes.  Apart
from an optional short stepped section, it is sealed and therefore suit-
able for wheelchairs with assistance. The walk starts from the main road
opposite the Visitor Centre.

The Cavern
(Easy, but care and a torch required)
Take as long as you like to explore this cave and its passages. You might
see the odd calcite formation or glow worm!  Access to the cave is on
the land-side of the road 500 metres north of the Visitor Centre.  You
can either walk down the footpath or drive down and park on the sea-
side of the road.  Take care when crossing the road.

Truman Track
(Easy, 15 minutes to the coastline)
This track takes you through sub-tropical forest to the coastline. Please
stay behind the barrier when you reach the end of the track.  It is there
to protect you from the slippery cliffs and also to protect the coastal
herb habitat.  If it is low tide, you can follow some steps down to the
beach, where you will be able to see an amazing overhanging sandstone
cliff, or have your lunch in a large cavern. Watch out for rogue waves.
The walk starts from the main road 3km north of the Visitor Centre.
Take extreme care when crossing the road, as there are two blind bends
and it is a 100km/hr zone.

Pororari River Track
(Easy, 2.5 hours return from the village)
This walk follows a spectacular limestone gorge through sub-tropical
and temperate forest.  Access to the riverbed is possible at several
points.  The track starts from a carpark on the south side of the Pororari
river, 1 km north of the Visitor Centre.  You can complete a loop by
returning on the southern part of the Inland Pack Track, which used to
be the main coast route and was built in the 1860s.  This loop takes
about 3.5 hours.  An alternative is to hire kayaks.
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Te Ana O Matuku Cave - Fox River Bridge �Irimahuwhero Point
For those interested in Mäori and early European history then you
should spend some time exploring this area north of Punakaiki.  On
your way to Fox River, you could stop at the interpretation panels at
Irimahuwhero Point.  Take extreme care when crossing the road from
the carpark to the panels!

Drive on to Fox River Mouth looking out for Seal Island as you arrive.
Walk over the bridge (owned by the Friends of Fox River Bridge) and
imagine the town of Brighton that used to be here. You can explore the
sea cave, Te Ana o Matuku, on the south bank by walking under the
current highway bridge and up some steep stairs on the other side of
the road, along a grassy track past some holiday baches to the cave. If it
is low tide, you will be able to walk through the cave and out onto the
beach.  Take care when walking up and down the stairs.

Fox River Cave Walk
(Moderate, 1 hour 15 mins one way)
If you have more time in the area and are keen on caves, this one is
really worth a look. It has a safe 200m passage decorated with calcite
formations that have developed over thousands of years.  Take a torch
and respect the cave.  There is another lower cave, but it is dangerous to
enter due to falling rocks and sheer drops in the floor.  The track starts
near the Fox River bridge, 12 km north of Punakaiki.  Keep to the north
side of the river.

DAY WALKS AND OVERNIGHT TRAMPS

If your group is feeling like the challenge of a full day walk or overnight
tramp, then Punakaiki has plenty to offer. Please refer to DOC�s �Walks
in the Punakaiki and Paparoa Area� brochure, a copy of which is in the
Punakaiki Resource Box, or contact the Visitor Centre. Be aware that
most of these walks involve river crossings so your group will need to
have the appropriate skills.  You would also need to check the river
situation with the Visitor Centre before leaving.

BE PREPARED:  RISK ASSESSMENTS

See our activity �Be Prepared� in the "Using this Resource Section."  In
addition to the general risks noted earlier, you need to be aware of:

� Cliffs and slopes along the Dolomite Point Track
� Traffic moving along the main road.  Your group will have to cross

the road to reach most of the tracks (an 80 km/h zone to the Cavern
and a 100 km/h zone to Truman Track and the Irimahuwhero Point
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interpretation panels). Maintain strict control in these areas.
� Students slipping over, hitting their heads or getting separated from

the group in the caves
� Some students may not like the dark in the caves
� The tide and rogue waves at Truman Track
� Slippery rocks on the Truman Track beach
� River crossings on the longer day and overnight tramps

ATTRACTIONS AND FACILITIES

� Hire a kayak to explore the Pororari River and Lagoon
� Have a picnic or BBQ on at the mouth of the Punakaiki River
� Go on a Nature Tour

ACCOMMODATION

Accommodation is available for schools at the Motor Camp, run by the
Buller District Council.  The number is: 03 731 1894. A bus can easily be
parked at the Visitor Centre carpark and at the start of Truman Track.

RESOURCE MATERIAL

� DOC Walks Flat Sheets from the Visitor Centre
� Punakaiki Super Site Resource Box available for borrowing from the

Punakaiki Visitor Centre or the Christchurch College of Education
Greymouth Resource Centre, Puketahi Street.  The box contains
background information on the National Park, wetas, caves, bats, fos-
sils, speleothems, glowworms, visitor numbers and Westland Petrels.
It also has books and cards to help you identify trees and plants.

� The Tattooed Land by Barry Brailsford (1997)
Stoneprint Press p.200-201

� Greenstone Trails by Barry Brailsford (1996) Stoneprint Press p.61-67

HOW TO GET THERE

Punakaiki is located on SH6, 40 minutes� drive north of Greymouth and
50 minutes south of Westport.

More Information

Paparoa National Park

Visitor Centre

PO Box 1

Punakaiki

Ph: 03 7311 895

Fax: 03 7311 896

Email:

punakaikivc@doc.govt.nz

Department of

Conservation

Te Papa Atawhai

West Coast Conservancy

Private Bag 701

HOKITIKA

Ph: 03 755 8301

Fax: 03 755 8425
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EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES
AT PUNAKAIKI

THE CURRICULUM

The tracks and environmental issues at Punakaiki present a range of
learning experiences for Ss to achieve curriculum objectives. By using
and adapting our suggested activities and incorporating the curriculum
objectives below, you could develop a trip around the following aim:

Aim: Ss will have an understanding and appreciation of the unique-
ness of the Punakaiki Area and the effects that humans have on this
environment

 Social Studies

� The essential skills of inquiry, values exploration and social decision
making can be developed by focusing your trip on one or more of the
environmental issues at Punakaiki.  It is also in the aims of environ-
mental education to develop these skills. For example, Ss could focus
on the pressures of tourism including identifying the reasons why
tourists visit Punakaiki, the effects of tourists on the Punakaiki envi-
ronment, and the management decisions made to control the effects
of tourists.  For more examples of environmental issues see below.

� Under SO L2:1&L3:1, Ss can explore how participation in groups
(e.g. �being a tourist�) involves rights and responsibilities and how
and why people make and implement rules and laws for managing
tourists.

� In P&E at all levels, Ss could examine how people�s activities influ-
ence the Punakaiki environment and vice versa, how different
groups e.g. tourists, residents, DOC, recreational groups, Ngäi Tahu
etc. currently view and use this area and how it has been used in the
past.

� In R&EA L4:1 Ss could examine how and why people use resources
differently and the consequences of this.  For example, in the in-
stance of cave conservation, they could identify and discuss the pros
and cons of allowing tourists into caves.
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Health and Physical Education

� See our activity �Be Prepared� in "Using this Resource".

 Technology

� Ss could look at the positive and negative impacts of technology (bar-
riers, bridges etc.) on the Dolomite Point walk.

� Ss could consider the positive and negative effects of a proposed heli-
copter sightseeing business on the area.

 Science

� LW objectives, at all levels, can be addressed as you walk around the
tracks in the bush. In particular, the vegetation sequences on the
Truman Track present an opportunity to compare three very differ-
ent vegetation structures from the coastal forest down to the sea.

� For PE&B, the karst-limestone features and the coastal blowholes,
caves and cliffs offer plenty of scope for studying landscape features
and processes.

 Mathematics

� Ss can count, estimate, and calculate percentages of (different types
of) tourists, vehicles, trees, and plants.

� For geometry, look for natural symmetries and shapes in the environ-
ment, e.g. Ss could identify and sketch 2 round leaves, 2 square
leaves, and two rectangular leaves.

 English

� Ss can undertake written and oral presentations and discussion be-
fore, during and after the trip.

 Art

� Ss can record their pre- and post-visit impressions of Punakaiki or
explore some of the environmental issues below through pictures,
posters, dance, drama and music.

Environmental Issues

� The pressures of tourism on the Punakaiki environment � Punakaiki
Visitor Centre is the most popular Visitor Centre on the Coast (refer
to the figures in the Resource Box).

� Cave management � caves are fragile environments so should the
public be allowed into all caves?

� Protection of endangered species/biodiversity - Westland petrel,
blue penguins, Hector�s dolphin and coastal herb plants

� Pests � weeds like gorse, ginger, wandering willy, and wild banana
passion fruit and animal pests like possums and stoats.
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� Natural hazards around the village � rockfall, coastal erosion and
flooding are all issues at Punakaiki. Contact the Regional Council for
more information on this topic.  Their address is at the back of this
document.

� The future development of the site - some people have made sugges-
tions with regard to opening a garage, a small supermarket, more
hotels and a helicopter tourism venture.

TEACHER�S  BACKGROUND INFORMATION

More detailed information is available in the Punakaiki Resource Box.

The Pancake Rocks
The Pancake Rocks were formed 30 million years ago from tiny frag-
ments of dead marine creatures and plants which landed on the sea bed,
about two kilometres below the surface.    Immense pressure from the
overlying water caused these fragments to solidify in alternated hard
and soft layers.  Gradually, seismic action lifted the limestone above the
seabed.  Rainwater containing mild acid immediately went to work,
with help from wind and seawater, sculpting the bizarre shapes seen
today.

Caves
Caves are natural �holes� in rocks.  At Punakaiki, you can see caves
formed by the sea e.g. Te Ana o Matuku cave at the Fox River mouth as
well as caves formed by the dissolution of limestone rock e.g. the Cav-
ern or the Fox River Cave.  Sea caves are formed when waves repeatedly
pound against cracks in rocks.  As the cracks enlarge, a cave is formed.

Limestone caves are formed when rainwater trickling through the forest
and soil picks up carbon dioxide from the atmosphere - and more effec-
tively from plant roots, bacteria and fungi - creating a weak acid (car-
bonic acid - H2CO3). When this weak acid comes into contact with lime-
stone rocks (calcium carbonate - CaCO3), the limestone is dissolved into
calcium (Ca) and bicarbonate (HCO3). The bicarbonate is soluble in
water and washes away creating underground cave passages.

Speleothems (Stalagmites and Stalactites)
When water carrying dissolved limestone passes into a cave, it loses
some of its carbon dioxide gas, which means it is no longer able to hold
the dissolved limestone.  It therefore deposits small crystals of limestone
on to the ceiling and the floor.  These gradually build up to form stalac-
tites and stalagmites.

The Bush
Punakaiki is a plant paradise! There are hardly any frosts, over 2000
hours of sunshine and 2000mm of rain every year.  The forest is made of
a variety of broadleaf trees like kamahi, mahoe, kawakawa (there are a
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number at the start of the Dolomite Point Track), wineberry, and seven
finger.   Originally, podocarps, like rimu, matai and kahikatea dominated
but some of these areas have been logged in the past.  As you walk in the
bush, you will also notice the array of epiphytes hanging in the trees.
The nïkau palm groves are another characteristic of this area.

Animals
Some of the animals you might see at Punakaiki are dolphins, little blue
penguins, Westland black petrels, shags, terns, weta etc.

Weeds and Animal Pests
A whole host of weeds line the roadsides and some of the tracks at
Punakaiki.  Of particular note are: wild ginger, banana passion fruit,
wandering willy and gorse.  These weeds are mainly garden escapes
introduced by residents.

In terms of animal pests then the possum and the stoat are the most
obvious.  Possums destroy the vegetation and stoats predate animals
such as the Westland black petrel chicks.  Uncontrolled dogs are also a
threat to the little blue penguin.

PREVISIT ACTIVITIES

� Try the �Be Prepared� activity in "Using this Resource". Focus on road
safety and conduct in the Cavern.

� If you are going to visit the Cavern, spend time researching limestone
processes, e.g. the formation of caves and speleothems, and cave life
such as weta and glow worms.  Use the information sheets in the
Resource Box.

� Ask the Ss to tell you their expectations of the Pancake Rocks and the
cave/s. Has anyone in your class been there before? Encourage Ss to
find out information from friends and family. What do they imagine it
will be like in the cave?  What do they know about caves? What ani-
mals and plants live in caves?  Write or draw their ideas and repeat
the exercise after the visit for comparison.

� Investigate the Mäori history of the area. Refer to the references
above.

� Check your group understands these words: unique, epiphytes, lime-
stone, and stalactites and stalagmites.

� Assign a different Punakaiki plant to several Ss.  These Ss are respon-
sible for identifying their plant during the trip.  So, you could have a
kawakawa expert, a nïkau palm expert, and a marble leaf expert, and
likewise for flax, hebe, tree ferns and five finger.

Kawakawa leaves
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VISIT ACTIVITIES

We have outlined some ideas for a visit to Dolomite Point, the Cavern
and Truman Track.  Please adapt them for your group.  In terms of
group management, we recommend that at high tide one half of your
group visits Dolomite Point while the other visits the Cavern. The Cav-
ern experience works better with a small group ( around 12 Ss).   At low
tide, bring the group back together to walk the Truman Track (or visit
Fox River Mouth).

Curriculum Links

Social Studies: SO L2:1 & L3:1 and P&E L2:1, L3:1 & L4:1
Health and Physical Education: PH&PD
Science: PE&B L2:1, L3:1&2, and LW all levels

Dolomite Point  and Pancake Rocks Track

(allow 50 minutes to 1 hour)

Examples of Specific Learning Outcomes

� Ss will be able to sketch and label the area, showing the effects of the
sea/weather on rocks.

� Ss will be able to identify 3 positive and 3 negative effects of tourism.

Equipment & Preparation

� If you have an older group, you could convert the following ques-
tions into a worksheet.

� Take a plant ID card or books.

Stop One -Tourism

� How many tourists have you seen so far (include the carpark)?
� Where do you think they come from?
� Why are they here?
� Name at least five things DOC has put here for tourists.
� How can tourists affect Punakaiki (think about what tourists do and

what they need)?
� What does DOC do to protect the area from tourists?

Stop Two � Sudden Sound

(Awareness of the Environment and Use of Senses)
� What can you hear, see and feel?
� Why does the water spray?
� Where do you think the water comes from?
� Can you see or hear any patterns, e.g. waves, spray, & plants?

Activity One



26

Stop Three � The Chimney Pot

� How do you think the Chimney Pot got its name?
� How has this area been made safe for tourists and visitors?
� What two jobs do the barriers do?
� Have the barriers and viewing platforms affected the landscape and

plant life?
� Could there be a better way to view the Chimney Pot (use your im-

agination)?

Stop Four � Putai

� Stand somewhere with a good view of the Pancake Rocks! What is
happening to them?

� Do you think this landscape has changed or will ever change? How?
� What do you think has caused the unique features of this landscape?
� List some of these unique features.
� Sketch the landscape.

Activity One: Stopping Points
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Stop Five � Surge Pool

� Look carefully at the rocks in the surge pool.  What special adapta-
tions does the seaweed have to live in this pool?

� How will the tide and the weather affect this pool?

The Punakaiki  Cavern

(allow 45 minutes to 1 hour)
Don�t forget to take your torches! Remember to look but not to touch!
Stay in your group!

Stop One � At the Cave Entrance

(Awareness and Understanding of the Cave Environment)
� How observant are you? Look around and see what animals and

plants there are. Can you see any glow worm strands hanging down
around the entrance. What do you think glowworms eat? Are there
any weta or spiders? Where do the plants stop growing? Why?

� What noises can you hear?
� What is the temperature like (freezing, cold, comfortable, warm or

hot)? Use the thermometer in the Resource Box!
� How many metres into the cave can you see?
� What type of surface are you standing on (rock, soil, grass, or

sediments)?
� Is there any wind?
� Think of some adjectives to describe this part of the cave!

Stop Two

� Walk about 20 metres into the cave, following the markers.
� Answer the same questions. What are the differences?

Stop Three

Walk to the back of one of the longer cave passages.
� Are there any plants or animals here?
� What is above you?
� What is the temperature?
� Look at the ceiling, the walls and the floor. What kind of processes

are taking place?
� Turn your torches off and see if you can keep quiet for 5 minutes!

What noises did you hear? What did it feel like? Ask everyone in the
group to say an adjective describing this part of the cave.

Outside the Cavern

Look at your clothes.  How have you been helping to erode the Cavern?

Activity Two
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The Truman Track

(allow 45 minutes to an hour)

Examples of specific learning outcomes

� Ss will identify 3 plants
� Ss will identify differences between the three vegetation types

If you are short of time, you could carry out some of these activities on
the Dolomite Point Walk.

CROSS THE ROAD CAREFULLY to start the track!

On this walk you are going to look at and learn about three different
types of vegetation.

Stop One � Coastal Temperate Rain Forest

� Walk into the forest for about 100m.
� What sort of plants live here (trees, bushes, mosses, lichens, epi-

phytes)?
� How many different types of plant can you see?
� Use the Plant Guide, or your �experts� and see if you can identify 3

plants or trees
� Sketch and label these plants.
� Is there a little, some or a lot of light here?
� Is it wet or dry?
� Look out for the big matai tree on the footpath.  A rata tree is stran-

gling it.  Can you think of at least two reasons why the rata does this?
What special features (adaptations) does the rata have?

� What will happen to the matai tree eventually?
� Can you find a nïkau palm? Palm trees normally grow in tropical

countries.  Why do you think this palm can grow in Aotearoa/New
Zealand?

Stop Two-Flax and Hebe Habitat

� What sort of plants live here?
� How many different types of plant can you see?
� Use a Plant Guide and see if you can identify 2.
� Draw and label these plants.
� Is there a little, some or lots of light here?
� Is it wet or dry?
� Can you see a weed here?  Does anyone know the name of this plant?
� This environment is very different to the forest  Why?
� How do you think the plants have adapted to living by the sea?

Activity
Three
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Stop Three � Coastal Herb Habitat

� Look over the barrier.  What sort of plants live here?
� How many different types of plant can you see?
� This environment is very different to the forest and the flax that you

have just walked through.  How is it different?
� Why do these matting plants have to be extra-tough?
� How can humans affect this habitat?

What two jobs is this barrier doing?

To finish

� As a group, see if you can remember the main differences between
the forest, the flax and the coastal herb habitats. Can you think of
some good reasons why?

� If the tide is out, you could continue your walk onto the beach.  You
will see some amazing sea erosion of the sandstone cliffs and if you
are very lucky you might see a little blue penguin.

POST VISIT ACTIVITIES AND ACTION

Tourism Theme

� Using Ss observations from their trip, focus on the Social Studies links
mentioned earlier.

� A new hotel has been built just south of Punakaiki, what issues do
you think the developers had to face when building here?

� How would the Ss manage the area in the future?

� For English, create a poster to raise tourist awareness of either the
wildlife at Punakaiki, or how tourists need to behave in caves.  Send
a copy to the Visitor Centre for display.

Species Management and Pest Control (Biodiversity)

� Investigate the Mäori uses of plants and Mäori names for the plants
you identified. Refer to your school�s Forestry Insights Pack.

� Create a montage of the three different vegetation structures on the
Truman Track. Use photos and sketches from your visit.

� Research the animal species that DOC is looking after at Punakaiki
(e.g. Hector�s dolphins, petrels, and little blue penguins).
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� Become involved in petrel monitoring by counting petrels coming
in to land in the evening.  Have a look in the Punakaiki Resource
Box for details.

� How is DOC looking after these animals? What dangers do these
animals face? Write some questions and e-mail or post them to the
Visitor Centre.

� What introduced plant and animal species did the Ss notice on their
trip?  Why are they there?  What problems do they cause?

� For Art, create a �wanted� poster for one of the pest plants or animals
you identified.  Think of ways to encourage your community to get
rid of the pest. Put your posters up at school or in your local library.

� For English, have a debate on the topic �should we allows dogs in
national parks?�, or �we should encourage lots more tourists to come
to the Paparoa National Park.�

Landform Processes Theme

� Consolidate what the Ss learnt and observed on the trip by discussing
which processes resulted in the Pancake Rocks and the caves. How
do people affect these processes?

� For Art, use the idea of the rock features showing animate objects.
Select part of your skyline/sketch/photo to develop imaginary,
shapes and animal in the rocks.

� For English, use the adjectives from the Cavern exercise and write
poem or a paragraph about your experience.
� When you were in the cave, what did you do that could have

damaged the cave (touching the walls, walking on surfaces,
shining your torches, breathing)?

� What would happen if we cut down all the forest above the cave?
� Who uses caves?
� What would happen if we encouraged hundreds of tourists to

visit the caves every week?
� The Punakaiki Cavern is a �sacrifice cave.�  There are other caves

with speleothems and moa bones that we do not encourage
people to visit. Why do we need sacrifice caves?

� Imagine that a new cave is discovered and it has amazing stalac-
tites and moa bones.  Should you be allowed to go and visit?

� Would you let anyone visit?
� What do we need to do to lessen our impact?
� Develop a code of conduct for tourists visiting caves.


