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Introduction  

The Dunedin Amenities Society has a considerable history with the Ocean Beach 

that dates back to one of its founders Alexander Bathgate in 1888. Bathgate was 

instrumental in the acclimatisation of marram grass and advocated for a place 

“where lads and lassies can enjoy themselves”.  

However, in the face of climatic uncertainty, the need for sustainable coastal 

protection and the long term importance of Ocean Beach Domain has remained 

undiminished since the earliest settlement of the city. 

The review of this section of the management plan is timely, but should not be 

looked on in isolation to the wider health and well being of the Domain. The 

Amenities Society believes that management of the reserve has come full circle 

and we face the same issues now that historic Councils have faced. It is time to 

utilise the space more proactively for the wider health of the remaining dunes. It’s 

time to invest in recreational and environmental change for wider benefits to our 

economy and community.  

Policy 7.3.1 

 

This area of the policy needs considerable attention as the condition and standard 

of visitor and recreational amenities at John Wilson Drive is low. The outstanding 

landscape qualities and views from the headland are blighted by the bleakness of 

its structures and their condition.  

 

 

 



Policy 7.3.2 

 

The policy needs implementation and development to be effective and to meet its 

expectations. The Society feels that in the wider interests of dune stability and the 

restoration of all of the Ocean Beach Domain that the use of John Wilson Drive 

should be changed and progressively closed to vehicles. There is significant scope 

to revegetate the areas around the road on the seaward face to create a stronger 

vegetative buffer. Lawyers Head is in need of significant beautification. As a 

destination there is nothing attractive about the bleakness of its structures that 

are tired and have begun to look weary. The presence of cars through the years 

has created increased litter and vandalism that have exacerbated the poor 

condition of these structures. From the perspective of people who visit our city 

John Wilson Drive leaves much to be desired. It needs investment to make it a 

viable landscape and recreational destination for visitors and the community.  

There needs to be properly designed access within the viewing area from the 

headland and protection of the small salt field plant assemblage. The site needs 

interpretation on a cultural, historical and environmental basis to give visitors a 

sense of place from a coastal prospective and understand its importance as a 

natural defence for the city.  

Policy 7.3.3 

 

It stands to reason that there would need to be changes in the traffic and roading 

structures associated with changes to John Wilson Drive. In the Society’s opinion it 

is time to consider redevloping the entrance to the area now that Noah’s Ark has 

been demolished. Traffic control should not be limited to motorised vehicle 

traffic, but include the movement of people by bicycle or foot and how traffic 

should work around this movement. Therefore, the Society believes that the 

closure of John Wilson Drive should open up other types of recreational movement 

that should be considered in relation to the rest of the reserve and the environs.  

 

 



Conclusions 

Ocean Beach Domain has been maligned, mined and undermined for over 130 

years. It has become as Alexander Bathgate suggested a place “where lads and 

lassies can enjoy themselves” but not without cost to the dune environment. As a 

city we need to recognize the threat that we have lapping at our doorsteps. 

Historical evidence of flooding and breaches in the dunes are only too common 

throughout the course of recent history. The Dunedin Amenities Society has 

considered this issue with interest and feels that there are many conservation and 

recreation issues to consider closely in its management. Particularly, in the face of 

the continued dune erosion between St Clair and Lawyers Head, and the 

performance of the sea wall at St Clair. The dunes are an essential natural asset 

for the defence of this city and dune protection is vital for city infrastructure in 

the face of continuing erosion events and the prospect of sea level rise due to 

global warming.  

 

The coastal problems we face at St Kilda and St Clair are not new and we cannot 

dispute that anthropomorphic change has had a negative effect on the Domain and 

will continue to do so if we don’t affect positive restorative effort. The Society 

feels that in the wider interests of dune stability and the restoration of all of the 

Ocean Beach Domain that the use of John Wilson Drive should be changed and 

progressively closed to vehicles. By removing vehicles there is less impact on the 

area. The area should retain and develop access for walkers and bikers that link 

the area to the wider domain and its environs including the Peninsula. There is 

significant scope to revegetate the areas around the road on the seaward face to 

create a stronger vegetative buffer. 

If the Drive is to remain closed to vehicles, then it is important to develop the 

entire area and make a commitment to new recreational opportunities that the 

road closure will bring through cycling and walking. The City Council was prepared 

to spend $250,000 on a barrier at the headland to keep the road open, so shouldn’t 

the same commitment be made to keeping the road closed to vehicles? It’s not 

simply a matter of putting up gates and closing access, it’s about redevelopment 

and restoration. By actioning both recreational and ecological restoration there is 

an opportunity to protect the dunes for future generations and retain access that 

has less impact on the reserve. Recreational linkages on foot and by bike are 

possible to Tomahawk and the Otago Peninsula from Ocean Beach Domain. Its time 

we changed our recreational focus at John Wilson Drive to be more compatible 

with our environmental and land protection needs and provide better value to our 

economy and our community. 

 

 



 In October 1888 one of the Society’s founders Alexander Bathgate said  

“The Sand hills – what scope for improvement is there? It would be quite within 

the scope of their functions if our Acclimatisation Society were to procure a 

supply of suitable grass and clothe that sandy 

waste with verdure. To plant the sand hills 

would cost very little” 

The Society feels that the closure of the Drive 

will have positive effects on the ecology of the 

area, both in terms of wildlife and the 

protection of the sand dunes. It also feels that 

there are opportunities to create positive 

recreational and environmental change. Its 

time to “clothe that sandy waste with 

verdure” and to ensure we retain Ocean Beach 

Domain as a key infrastructural and landscape 

asset to the city of Dunedin. 

Figure 1 Alexander Bathgate the Dunedin Amenities Society co-founder had a Victorian vision 

for Ocean beach Domain.  

 

 

 


