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Abstract

Lowland New Zealand has been the centre of develop-
ment through its human history. The remains of
formerly large, lowland ecosystems are often small,
fragmented and isolated. However, they do contain
ecosystems not represented in the protected natural
estate and some have uncommon habitats and species.
Neglect of these lowland remnants in conservation
planning and management will result in biodiversity
loss.

Protection of lowland ecosystems introduces chal-
lenges. Accepted ecological principles might suggest
these remnants are not sustainable due to their suscep-
tibility to weed and pest invasion and environmental
perturbations. In addition they are expensive to
purchase. This paper argues that despite these chal-
lenges they are important to protect and that voluntary
protection and ongoing management by landowners is
an extremely cost effective means of securing protec-
tion for these natural areas.
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A brief history of lowland degradation

As a piece of the jigsaw puzzle that make up New
Zealand'’s natural ecosystems the lowlands are an
important, and for some time, neglected part. Their
history of neglect is primarily a result of the impact of

development in this area for urban and agricultural
use.

Prior to human occupation of New Zealand, variously
debated as beginning between 700 and 1000 years ago
(McFadgen et.al. 1994 in Anon. 1997), 78 to 85% of New
Zealand was under some form of forest or tall
shrubland cover (King 1984, Anon. 1997). Today only
23% remain (McGlone 1989), the majority of this being
in the high country of New Zealand. Nearly 90% of the
lowland forest has been cleared, with only Stewart
Island, Westland and Fiordland retaining vast tracts of
lowland forest (Cobb 1992). What remains in most
lowland areas of New Zealand is a mosaic of small,
modified, natural ecosystems among urban and
agricultural land uses (Figure 1).

Conservation of lowland ecosystemes.

During the 1970s the lack of representativeness
(protection of all types of natural ecosystems) in the
existing protected natural estate, and poor knowledge
of New Zealand’s natural areas were becoming
recognised (Park 1983). It was particularly apparent in
the lowlands, which for various reasons were not
regarded as being as important for protection as the
alpine environments, upland forests and offshore
islands that were already well protected (O’Conner
et.al. 1990). Foremost among the reasons for not
conserving lowland areas - coastal ecosystems,
lowland forests and wetlands - was that they were
valued more for their development potential than for
conservation (Figure 2).

Fig. 1

A lowland hardwood forest remnant
surrounded by agricultural land in
the Waikato region.

1 The QE Il National Trust has been
involved in the protection of areas of
Jowland vegetation since it's creation in
1977. While it's sphere of activity is not
restricted to lowlands the preponderance
of private land holdings in these areas
compared with upland areas has meant it
has a long history and experience in the
voluntary protection and management of
natural areas in the lowlands.
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