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Legal Issue Steering Group update on Te Anau Downs 
Station findings 
Record no: R/24/5/35974 
Author: Michael Aitken, GM strategy & partnerships (interim)  
Approved by: Cameron McIntosh, Chief executive  
 
☐  Decision ☐  Recommendation ☒  Information 
 

   

 

Purpose 
1 The purpose of the report is to update the Finance and Assurance Committee on the activity of 

the Legal Issue Steering Group in relation to the environment court decision regarding 
Te  Anau  Downs  Station. 

Executive summary 

2 Given the significant costs awarded and the reputational damage to Council arising from the Te 
Anau Downs Station case, the Council’s Chief Executive initiated an independent review of the 
circumstances which led to this outcome, and any lessons to be taken from it and undertook to 
provide regular updates to Council as the work progressed. A Legal Issue Steering Group (LISG) 
comprising the Mayor, the Chair of Finance and Assurance, and the Chief Executive was 
appointed to oversee the work. 

3 The independent review had twelve recommendations for improvement, all which Council 
accepted. A twelve-point action plan was developed by the Chief Executive and has been 
reported against at Finance and Assurance 5 June 2024. 

4 Following the release of the independent review, Mr Chartres and his legal team made a 
presentation to Council. In response, the LISG requested and received feedback from the 
original authors. 
 

Recommendation 
That the Finance and Assurance Committee: 

a) Receives the report titled “Legal Issue Steering Group update on Te Anau Downs 
Station findings”. 

b) Determines that this matter or decision be recognised as not significant in terms of 
Section 76 of the Local Government Act 2002. 

c) Determines that it has complied with the decision-making provisions of the Local 
Government Act 2002 to the extent necessary in relation to this decision; and in 
accordance with Section 79 of the act determines that it does not require further 
information, further assessment of options or further analysis of costs and benefits 
or advantages and disadvantages prior to making a decision on this matter. 

d) Notes the activity of the Legal Issue Steering Group  
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Background 

5 The Southland District Council (SDC) applied for enforcement orders to manage what were 
perceived as unlawful indigenous vegetation clearance practices at Te Anau Downs Station (TADS). 
The application was declined by the Environment Court. The Council was ordered to pay costs of 
$300,000 to the respondent.  

6 Given the significant costs awarded and the reputational damage to Council arising from the case, 
the Council’s Chief Executive initiated an independent review of the circumstances which led to 
this outcome, and any lessons to be taken from it.  

7 A Legal Issue Steering Group (LISG) comprising the Mayor, the Chair of Finance and Assurance, 
and the Chief Executive was appointed to oversee the work and provide regular updates to Council 
as the work progressed. 

8 This work culminated in the report from the independent reviewers being received and the 
recommendations adopted by Council 15 November 2023. 
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Issues 

9 In March 2024 the Chief Executive received a request from Mr Chartres, through his 
representative, to address Council in the Public Participation section of a Council Meeting and to 
put on the public record a detailed response to the independent report (Attachments 1 & 2). On 
Wednesday, 1 May 2024, the SDC heard directly from Mr Chartres and his team. 

10 Following this presentation, the LISG made three requests of the authors of the original report who 
had been provided the documentation from Mr Chartres and had viewed the presentation online: 

• make explicit why the review did not make direct contact with Mr Chartres and his team.  

• review the wording in the report that Mr Chartres found particularly egregious (e.g., “well 
resourced”) and consider if these references could be altered without diminishing the value 
and meaning of the report.  

• provide suggestions, if any, you may have for changes to the recommendations made to 
Council in the report in light of the presentation.  

11 Their response to these requests is attached (see Attachment 3). 

12 In response to the first request the authors note that “The thrust of Mr Chartres complaints about 
the Council process are laid out in detail in their 39-page submission to the Environment Court on 
costs” and that they asked themselves “…what else might Mr Chartres be able to tell us that was 
not already in the public domain, and which would assist in answering the questions which formed 
our terms of reference. Our answer was ‘probably not much’. It was our perception that the 
existence of new or additional issues not already covered in the Chartres submission to the Court 
on Costs was unlikely.” 

13 In response to the second request, they provided an amended report that removed the references 
that Mr Chartres identified noting that “These references could be altered or deleted without 
diminishing the value and meaning of the report…” This amended report has now replaced the 
original report and is publicly available through the SDC website. 

14 In response to the final request, they note “The 12 recommendations of the report are focused on 
the systemic issues which lead to this litigation failure and how recurrence can be avoided. Other 
than by changing references to the now repealed Natural and Built Environment Act 2023 to RMA 
reforms, including proposed amendments to the application of SNA provisions, no consequential 
changes are necessary or recommended.” 

15 The Mayor has written to Mr Chartres (Attachment 4) thanking him for his presentation, repeating 
the Council’s full acceptance of the findings of the environment court, reinforcing the focus of the 
independent report on internal council systems and noting that changes to the independent report 
have been made in response to Mr Chartres’ input. 
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Next steps 

16 Progress against the Twelve Point Action Plan to address the shortcomings identified by the 
independent report will be monitored by the Chief Executive and reported to the Finance and 
Assurance Committee quarterly. 
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Attachments 
A  Attachment 1: Request to present to Council   
B  Attachment 2: Peter Chartres response to independent review   
C  Attachment 3: Review authors response to LISG questions   
D  Attachment 4: Letter from Mayor to Peter Chartres      
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