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Permissions Application Number 109883-SKI 

F. Objection or submission

The specific parts of the application that this objection or submission relates to are: 

1) I object to providing a concession for just the Turoa ski area thereby separating this ski area from the
Whakapapa operation.

2) I object to the proposed length of the concession.

3) I object to the proposed concession because it doesn't best serve the interests of all stakeholders of the
ski areas and the national park.

My reasons for my objection or submission are: 

1) It does not make sense to split the two existing ski area operations {Turoa and Whakapapa) into separate
entities. Successful management of these ski area operations is very difficult for many reasons that I'm
sure you are already aware of, so I will not repeat them here. Having the two ski areas continue as one
entity (either managed in the current form by RAL or by a new owner) will give the best opportunity for
long term financial survival of the ski areas. Prior to RAL purchasing Turoa it had been managed as a for
profit enterprise and had twice become insolvent and failed - if Turoa is again separated as a standalone
entity the chances of this failure repeating is very high. Having the two ski areas remain as one enterprise
creates synergies that greatly improve the chances of long-term financial survival. In particular the
SkyWaka gondola on the Whakapapa ski area is a significant source of non-ski season revenue that will
play an important role in the financial survival of the future operations - if Turoa is separated from
Whakapapa and cut off from this source of revenue this greatly reduces the chances of financial survival
for Turoa. The long-term financial success of the business is important if the operation is to best serve
the stakeholder community. A financially successful operation will also have more resources to ensure
they do their best to protect the natural environment within the concession area. DOC should not issue a
concession to operate in the national park unless they have high confidence of long-term financial
success.

2) Successfully managing a ski area operation requires long term planning and strategy. 10 years is far too
short to allow the necessary long-term focus and far too short for investors to have confidence to provide
capital. My understanding is that the existing RAL concession is for 60 years - this is a much more
realistic timeframe to give a genuine chance of long-term success for the operation.

3) As I'm sure DOC is well aware there are many different stakeholders in the existing ski areas and
interested parties with respect to the use of the natural assets in the national park, including multiple iwi
groups. Managing and considering all of these different interests is complex and time consuming. In
order to manage this process as effectively and efficiently as possible it makes sense to just have one
party with one concession for operating both ski areas.

The outcomes that need to be addressed by this application are: 
Give precise details, including the parts of the application you wish to have amended and the general 
nature of any conditions sought if the application is approved. 

I cannot support a concession application that is for running just one ski area thereby splitting the existing 
operation in two. If Pure Turoa wish to bid for the purchase of the whole business including both ski areas and 
thereby change their concession application to be for both ski areas I would no longer oppose their application. 
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G. Attachments

If you are using attachments to support your objection or submission clearly label each attachment, 

complete the table below and send in your attachments with this 'objection or submission form'. 

Document title 

Document format (e.g. 

Word, PDF, Excel, jpg 

etc.) 

How do I submit my objection or submission? 

Description of attachment 

Complete this form and email to mtruapehusubmissions@doc.govt.nz. You may also mail your objection 

and submission to: Director General, c/o Permissions Hamilton, Department of Conservation, Private 

Bag 3072, Hamilton 3240. 
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Turoa trading forecasts project an operating EBITDA of between $335k and $286k over the next five years. 
Ongoing capital requirements of the skifield are projected between $5.7m and $1.3m per annum over the next 
five years. The ongoing minimum capital requirements for Turoa are forecasted at a minimum of $1m per annum 
thereafter. PTL would need to quadruple the current Operating EBITDA performance of the existing Turoa 
operations to be remotely viable as a standalone entity. Given Turoa’s historical private ownership models have 
had tenures ranging between 4 and 10 years, I have limited confidence that Turoa will be financially viable as a 
standalone operation. In my professional opinion as a trained Business Analyst and Accountant (CPA), the PTL 
proposal appears financially risky based on publicly available data and puts at risk the public enjoyment of the 
national park. Yes, there is government investment of 25% ownership in PTL, but this does not inspire confidence 
given there was already $15 million of government investment in RAL too prior to its insolvency and here we are, 
the government did not backup its provisional growth fund investment and has pulled the plug on RAL creating 
huge uncertainty to the region. 
 
PTL’s strategy to reduce lifts (Nga Wai Heke, Giant, Winter Garden Platter) requires further scrutiny. Other 
competitor skifields in the South Island are expanding their operations and consolidating their ownership models. 
PTL are going against industry trends. Removing lifts limits the skiable terrain and limits the skifield operators’ 
ability to distribute skiers across the slope. It is important to manage slope capacity because once this threshold 
is exceeded this is detrimental to the public enjoyment of the national park as you get skier traffic congestion on 
the slopes and other underlying health and safety risks. This is likely to lead to unsatisfied customers which is a 
real concern should Turoa’s support base become frustrated and choose alternative ski destinations that provide 
a better customer experience due to more diversity in the skiable terrain and greater slope capacity.  
 
RSSA have surveyed the skiing community and they have shown a strong preference to keep the skifields 
together and for a community ownership model. PTL application to split the skifields fails to listen to the wishes of 
the Turoa Skifields major customer support base, which is not limited to the Ohakune Business Community, but it 
is the entire North Island distributed from Wellington at the bottom to Northland at the top. The commerce 
commission have acknowledged that combining Whakapapa and Turoa Skifields has a public benefit. 
 
PTL have said at the watershed meeting that their business model does not include Life Passholders, and they 
have not consulted with the Life Passholder representatives, hiding behind non-disclosure agreements and 
commercial sensitivity. This is in despite of Life Passholders being the single largest and most consistent form of 
capital for the skifields. This risks thousands of Life Passholders moving their financial support to alternative ski 
operators in the South Island and overseas, and alternative recreational activities. They no longer will have a life 
interest invested in the Turoa skifield. RSSA surveys show that Life Passholders spend on lift tickets for their 
families and friends, food beverage, rental, lessons, retail and a range of other on mountain services. 
Disrespecting the Life Passholders contribution to the Turoa skifield is likely to erode the customer and support 
base which will have a financial viability impact on the Turoa skifield and financial flow on effects to surrounding 
local businesses as thousands of Life Passholders and their families choose to support alternative recreational 
holiday destinations. 
 
The reduced scale of the PTL operation in terms of lifts and operational capacity, removing Life Passholders from 
the business model, and splitting the skifields against the public wishes, all raises concerns on how PTL will 
remain financially viable to cover their corporate overhead and support costs with what appears to be a plan to 
diminish its customer base? The RAL forecast model corporate overhead assumptions in the RAL DOCA 
feasibility report show that the Turoa share of the corporate over is $3.7m per annum. RAL presumably has the 
benefit of economies of scale where the corporate overhead costs can be shared across the two fields. For 
example, the financial support services can manage the finances for both Skifields. For example, you cannot 
chop your CEO, Chief Financial Operator and Marketing Director costs in half very easily. Presumably it will be 
difficult for PTL to get their corporate overhead and support costs at or below the $3.7m per annum allocation per 
RAL’s books without the benefit of economies of scale. Further, PTL plan to reduce overall skier capacity from 
5,500 visitors to 4,500 visitors. This lacks credibility on the basis that one would assume they would if anything 
need to increase operational scale and capacity to cover their fixed corporate overhead costs. Unsurprisingly, I 
am not alone in my assessment that scale is needed for commercial viability. Another bidder, Ngāti Tūwharetoa 
Trust Chief Executive Nigel Chee stated “ We have undertaken commercial and legal due diligence with support 
of KPMG and Bell Gully which has demonstrated that the ability for any operator to continue operating the 
skifields requires a significant increase and expansion of operations for there to be commercial viability” 
(Ruapehu fields don't make sense, bidder says (newsroom.co.nz). 
 
The 10-year concession period being sought lacks credibility to attract investment in the tens of millions for new 
lifts. The operating EBITDA potential is insufficient to allow a payback on the capital employed. PTL say they will 
invest in new lifts. I cannot believe this based on a 10-concession period being sought. My understanding of the 
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legislation is that they can apply for 30 year and 60-year concessions. This would be a much more reasonable 
investment horizon. I note an article published 8th February 2024 in the New Zealand Herald “Buyer for insolvent 
Ruapehu Alpine Lifts’ main skifield walks away”, the bidder WHL has walked away from the deal with one of the 
reasons being the 10 years concession period being offered by DoC. WHL Director Elworthy is quoted saying “no 
sane person is going to take on a business with a looming $15 m debt [repayment], deferred maintenance and 
the other risks, and a very short concession”. The new lifts being proposed by PTL are likely to cost in the 
ballpark of $15 million and with the short concession period being sought, it is unrealistic to expect PTL to fulfil 
that investment promise. 
 
Ruapehu is a difficult skifield operation to operate, it is suspectable to extreme weather events, world’s most 
extreme rime icing, volcanic activity, high capital requirements to maintain the assets. This environment requires 
the oversight of a highly experienced Executive Management and Governance Team with credible experience in 
operating, managing and governing skifields. PTL or DoC have redacted the names and experience of PTL’s key 
personnel. Why would you not allow the public to know who the key personnel are? This is a public consultation 
process is it not?  
 
Lastly, the issuing of concessions lacks respect for the Tongariro National Park Treaty settlement process. I 
support Iwi’s very reasonable request that the sale of RAL assets should not be prejudice to their Treaty 
Negotiations and therefore should be delayed until the conclusion of their negotiations. Note, RAL is still in 
operation and therefore by far the simplest solution available to the Crown is to forgive their debt (Our taxpayer 
debt) to RAL a public benefit entity that was established for the benefit of the public. They have agreed to forgive 
their debt to allow Private Bidders to purchase RAL assets for $1, while not offer the same deal to the existing 
operator that is a public benefit entity? This solution would provide certainty to the publics right to enjoyment of 
the National Park. 
 
In conclusion, due to the redacted financials, redacted information on key personnel and governance, there is no 
clear evidence to support the financial credibility of the PTL proposal. Based on the publicly available information 
on Turoa as a standalone operation and its historical performance, short lived private ownership models, I must 
oppose on the basis that the PTL application is a financially risky proposition. The Turoa skifield should remain as 
part of the whakapapa skifield to provide financial stability and certainty to the regional for the benefit and the 
enjoyment of the people to access the Tongariro Nation Park.  

 
The outcomes that need to be addressed by this application are: 
Give precise details, including the parts of the application you wish to have amended and the general 
nature of any conditions sought if the application is approved. 

 
1) Clear business plan outlining financial assumptions, trading forecasts, capital expenditure, sources of 

funding, balance sheet, revenue and visitor targets, corporate administration, and overhead costs. 
2) Information on names and experience of key personnel. 
3) Confirmation from Iwi that the consultation process is to their satisfaction and the sale of RAL assets will 

not prejudice their TNP treaty negotiations. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

G. Attachments  
If you are using attachments to support your objection or submission clearly label each attachment, 
complete the table below and send in your attachments with this ‘objection or submission form’.  
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UPDATED

Buyer for insolvent Ruapehu Alpine Lifts’ main

skifield walks away

By Kate MacNamara

8 Feb, 2024 05:00 AM 7 mins to read

The Crown’s preferred bidder for the insolvent Whakapapa skifield has walked away from

negotiations, throwing the future of skiing in the North Island, and tourism in the central

region, into further doubt.

”It’s a dead bid... there’s inadequate [Crown] funding,” Tom Elworthy told the .

He said a combination of factors now make a commercial business case for the operation

impossible: the untenably short licence to operate the ski field on offer by the Department

of Conservation (DoC) - the skifield is in the Tongariro National Park - and a “fiscal cut” to

the Crown’s commitment to the bid, a change since the election of the new Government in

October.

Any new operator of the skifields is required to seek a fresh operating concession from

DoC; the department offered Elworthy’s group a 10-year concession, however its terms are

subject to review in five years. The timeframe is a drastic reduction from the status quo.

”We’re on the sidelines, definitely... no sane person is going to take on a business with a

looming $15m debt [repayment], deferred maintenance and the other risks, and a very

short concession,” Elworthy said.

Last year, Elworthy and partners from the Christchurch-based private equity firm The

South Island Office were the government’s preferred bidder, through Whakapapa Holdings

Ltd, for assets of the Whakapapa skifield on Mt Ruapehu, the largest of the two fields

operated by Ruapehu Alpine Lifts (RAL), now in receivership.

The skifield now appears to face a funding crunch next month. Without further taxpayer

money to help it prepare for the ski season and to hire staff, it’s not clear that Whakapapa

can operate this winter.

For the last 16 months insolvent, not-for-profit operator RAL has been kept afloat with

$20m of taxpayer money, none of which is expected to be repaid. The last round of funding
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was approved by the Labour Government in early October. At the time, $4.3m was

earmarked to keep RAL operations afloat until March 2024 (and $3m was earmarked for

Crown commitments to a separate bid for the Tūroa skifield).

The previous Government claimed that the importance of the skifields to the economy of

the central North Island, and particularly to the local tourism sector, justified the hefty

expense. The new National-led coalition Government may be altering course.

The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE), the government agency

driving the process to sell RAL’s assets, said in a statement: “Commercial arrangements for

the Whakapapa skifields are under active consideration. MBIE cannot comment any further

on this process.”

Finance Minister Nicola Willis’ office directed questions on the matter to Minister for

Regional Development Shane Jones. Jones provided no comment on the matter, beyond

that offered by MBIE.

The Crown is RAL’s biggest creditor and largely controls its fate. However, three iwi have

interests in the Tongariro National Park and among these, Ngāti Tūwharetoa, in particular,

opposes the commercial sale of the skifields.

Iwi interests in the two ski areas differ. Ngāti Tūwharetoa’s interests are centred on the

Whakapapa field on northern side of Mt Ruapehu, while Ngāti Rangi and Uenuku interests

centre on areas including the Tūroa skifield on the mountain’s southwest slopes.

DoC is required to meaningfully consult iwi on the matter of the skifields’ concessions.

Treaty settlement in Tongariro National Park

Ngāti Tūwharetoa is connected to the Whakapapa skifield through its traditional rohe

(territory), and additionally through bond holdings totalling $9.5m which give it security

over the field’s gondola - the $25m gondola was built in 2018 and it was also funded with

an ill-fated $10m loan from the Crown’s Provincial Growth Fund.

A bid on behalf of Ngāti Tūwharetoa for all or part of RAL was expected in 2023, but in

October the iwi advised ministers of a change of heart: it now opposes the commercial

tender process.

A November briefing by officials to the new Minister of Conservation, Tama Potaka, noted:

“Ngāti Tūwharetoa wrote to ministers and officials [in 2023] to advise that they would not

bid for RAL’s assets, do not support a private commercial tender for the purchase of RAL

and would prefer to work with the Crown to develop an acceptable transition plan that

would operate until the successful conclusion of the Tongariro National Park settlement

negotiations.”

The iwi’s treaty 2018 settlement requires the Crown to negotiate terms of “cultural redress”

over the Tongariro National Park. This process is also expected to include other iwi and



hapū with interests in the park. Negotiations started last year after a long delay and are

likely to take at least several years.

“Given some of the positions expressed by iwi regarding a commercial operation on Mt

Ruapehu, there is a risk of a prolonged concession process, legal challenges and additional

costs to the Crown to keep running the skifields prior to the completion of any

transaction,” officials warned.

In 2023, the previous Government acknowledged considerable deficiencies in officials’

consultation and engagement with iwi on the matter of the RAL insolvency.

Pure Tūroa bid moving ahead

Separately, the sale of RAL’s Tūroa skifield to Pure Tūroa Ltd is slowly moving ahead - the

company is jointly owned by businessmen Greg Hickman of Ōhakune and Cameron

Robertson of Taupō. The purchase price is $1; the terms commit both the buyer and the

Crown to further investment in the company.

After considerable delay, Pure Tūroa signed a conditional agreement to buy the skifield at

the beginning of the month, but completion is contingent on the issuance of a new

operating licence by DoC.

Public hearings on Pure Tūroa’s licence application are expected later this month. If

executed, the deal requires a Crown investment of at least $3m in the company, and it

would take a 25 per cent equity stake.

Pure Tūroa is seeking a licence to operate the Tūroa ski field for a 10-year term, with a

review after three years. It would also have rights to a 20-year extension, with further

reviews every five years.

Sticking points for Whakapapa Holdings

Elworthy said his company would need a much longer licence term to make a viable,

commercial investment in the Whakapapa skifield.

A 10-year licence, reviewable at five years, would be a remarkable departure: RAL’s current

licence to operate the Whakapapa skifield runs for 30 years (2017 to 2046). It also contains

considerable rights of extension from 2046.

Elworthy also noted the requirement to assume more than $14m in secured “gondola

bonds”, which come due in 2026. Elworthy said the debt is structured as “equipment

bonds” and the bondholders have security over the physical gondola.

He said earlier iterations of the deal between WHL and the Crown made some “provision”

for these costs, “but that’s changed”.

Mounting Crown costs



Crown costs sunk into the failing RAL operations, or anticipated against it, now top $100m.

The lion’s share is made up of a $47m to $88m contingent liability for the clean-up of

infrastructure on the mountain in the event of the ski fields’ closure. The liability,which

previously sat with RAL, appears to have been assumed by DoC.

In addition, the Provincial Growth Fund, also under the direction of Shane Jones as the

former Regional Development Minister in the Labour-led coalition Government of 2017,

lent $15m to RAL in 2018 and in 2020. This is expected to be written off entirely.

Further government funding of $20m has floated skifield operations since October 2022.

Kate MacNamara is a South Island-based journalist with a focus on policy, public

spending and investigations. She spent a decade at the Canadian Broadcasting

Corporation before moving to New Zealand. She joined the  in 2020.
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Complete this form and email to mtruapehusubmissions@doc.govt.nz.  You may also mail your objection 
and submission to: Director-General, c/o Permissions Hamilton, Department of Conservation, Private 
Bag 3072, Hamilton 3240. 
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