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Frequently Asked Questions and Answers (as at 23 May 2022) 
 

Q Has Westport been flooded in recorded history? 
A  Yes. Flooding in 1873 damaged or destroyed much of the northern end of Westport 

and washed away some structures. Westport flooded badly again in 1926 and 1970, 
before the recent flood of 2021 and February 2022. 

 
Q What happened in the 1873 flood? 
A The floods damaged or destroyed much of the northern end of Westport and washed 

away some structures. The Buller River changed course. 
 
Q How much was spent between 1884 and 1891 by the then Westport Harbour Board 

dredging and developing the wharf, among other things? 
A More than 385,000 pounds, which equates to approximately $101 million in today’s 

money. 
 
Q What happened in the 1926 flood? 
A Westport experienced its worst flood on record. The Buller River broke its banks and 

practically the whole town was flooded. The damage was worse at the northern end 
of town, likely due to flooding from the Orowaiti. Hundreds of people were evacuated 
and lost their homes. 

 
Q What does this history of flooding show us? 
A Westport is flood-prone. Flooding has washed away buildings and structures, the 

largest floods have caused homelessness and it could happen again due to the 
geography of the area. 

 
The slowly growing coastline has worsened the flood risk from the Orowaiti which 
was able to flow out to sea more easily in the past. 

 
Q Why the biggest flood since 1926? 

A River flow on the lower Buller River has been continuously monitored since 
1951, initially at Berlins and then at Te Kuha (since 1963). This monitoring shows that 
the Buller River experiences the largest flood flows of any river in New Zealand. The 
largest recorded flood prior to 2021 was on 31 August 1970 when flood levels peaked 
at 11.9m (8,200m3/s). Anecdotal information records that the 1970 flood was the 
largest since the 1926 flood, which caused flood levels at Berlins 2.7m higher than 
they were during the 1970 flood, suggesting that the 1926 flood was substantially 
larger. Based on these records we are confident that the July 2021 flood was larger 
than the 1970 flood, but not as big as the 1926 flood. 

 



Q What is the estimated return factor for the July 2021 flood? 
A The river flow recorded at the Te Kuha flow recorder is estimated to be between a 50- 

and 100-year flood.  
 
Q Looking at the diagrams on rainfall patterns, how much warning is there before major 

floods? 
This is never certain.  For the type of event we saw in July 2021 you can see a strong 
indication in the weather pattern at least 3 days out based on Met Service and NIWA 
forecasting.  NIWA is currently working on a upgraded flood forecasting system which 
will provide 48hr predictions of river flow and sea level.  As with all forecasts, longer 
range predictions have more uncertainty than short range predictions. 

 
Q If it was up to you would you recommend opening up the Orowaiti overflow or closing 

it? 
A This and other questions about Buller flood resilience options are currently being 

worked through by the West Coast Regional Council and the Buller Recovery Steering 
Group. 

 
There will be more information sessions and engagement with the community around 
these options later this year.  Please note that over the coming years there will be 
many opportunities to participate and provide input into long-term flood resilience 
planning for Westport and the Buller catchment. 

 
Q Any modelling on the impact a large earthquake in the Buller River catchment would 

make on the river downstream? 
A With a large earthquake event upstream from Westport there is risk of a ‘landslide 

dam’ as has occurred previously.  This is where a lot of material falls down, potentially 
blocking river and damming it.  Water slowly builds up behind such a blockage and 
this can eventually over-top, or burst, the dam and rush downstream.  Long term we 
would see and increased sediment load in the river, which would likely also increase 
flood risk. Earthquakes can also damage flood defence and warning infrastructure 
such as stopbanks and flow recorders, increasing vulnerability to flooding until these 
can be repaired. 

 
Q What are the known hazards for Westport? 
A River flooding, local stormwater flooding, coastal flooding (from storm surge, severe 

waves and tsunami), localised coastal erosion and liquefaction (from earthquakes). 
 
Q What is the projected impact of climate change? 
A Project impacts of climate change has a on flood risk in Westport include: 

• Accelerated sea level rise: The rate of sea level rise is accelerating as a result 
of warming oceans and melting ice. Projections of future sea level rise for 
different emissions pathways are available at https://www.searise.nz/.  

• Increased rainfall intensity: Warmer air can transport greater amounts of 
moisture and projections are that rainfall intensities in the Buller region will 
increase as a result of this, which in turn will cause increased frequency and 
severity of flooding from rivers and stormwater.  Recent modelling conducted 

https://www.searise.nz/


by NIWA predicts that extreme rainfall events of the type which cause severe 
flooding in the Buller River will be 9 to 19% more intense by 2080-2100 than 
they did in 1986-2005. This will increase flood flows in the buller river by 11 to 
25% (ranges are dependent on future greenhouse gas emissions). 

 
Q. What increases the risk of flooding to Westport? 
A Westport is on a floodplain. Water can flow into the plain from heavy rain in places as 

far away as Murchison, St Arnaud and Springs Junction, resulting in inundation for the 
Buller and Orowaiti rivers. 
Stormwater overflows can also occur when intense rainfall is centred on Westport. 
Coastal inundation and storm surge has been seen for example in Cyclone Fehi in 
2018 and remains a risk. 

 
Q What comes next? When will we know what the proposed solutions are? 
A The Buller Recovery Steering Group has initiated a cross-agency project to investigate 

longer-term flood recovery priorities and measures to increase the resilience of 
Westport and its surrounds from future flood events. 

 
Through this project, a proposal will be submitted to government seeking agreement 
to co-invest, in partnership with the local community, on a recommended integrated 
package of resilience measures.  
 

Q How does the Buller Recovery Steering Group differ from the Joint Committee 
established for the Westport Rating District? 

A The West Coast Regional Council has recently committed to a large-scale flood 
protection scheme for Westport in its Long Term Plan, and has set up a rating district 
to fund this work. The Westport Rating District Joint Committee will run in parallel to 
the Steering Group and will be responsible for taking recommendations on the 
physical infrastructure work package component back to the West Coast Regional 
Council to approve. 

 
The Buller Recovery Steering Group is working closely with the Joint Committee to 
consider how this proposal fits within the integrated package being 
developed, including the full range of solutions that are needed to make Buller more 
resilient to future floods, both now and in the future.  

 
This is an opportunity to bring together both Councils and Government with their 
combined financial resources to explore solutions which will be challenging for the 
West Coast to afford on its own.   

 
Q What do you recommend we do about the storm water drains…they don’t work 

especially at high tide? 
A The 17 May information session was focussed on river and climate science.  There will 

be more sessions on the hard option flood protection and the longer-term resilience 
currently being worked through by the West Coast Regional Council and the Buller 
Recovery Steering Group. 

 



Q Are you able to talk about Property Flood Resilience, as in giving people chance to 
protect their belongings, giving them a bit more time & protection, while absorbing 
the longer-term view? 

A The 17 May information session was focussed on river and climate science.  There will 
be more sessions on the hard option flood protection and the longer-term resilience 
currently being worked through by the West Coast Regional Council and the Buller 
Recovery Steering Group. 
 

Q What is LiDAR? 
A LiDAR stands for Light Detection and Ranging.  It is a remote sensing method that uses 

light in the form of a pulsed laser to measure ranges (variable distances) to the Earth. 
These light pulses—combined with other data recorded by the airborne system — 
generate precise, three-dimensional information about the shape of the Earth and its 
surface characteristics. 

 
A lidar instrument principally consists of a laser, a scanner, and a specialized GPS 
receiver. Airplanes and helicopters are the most commonly used platforms for 
acquiring LiDAR data over broad areas.  

 
Lidar systems allow scientists and mapping professionals to examine both natural and 
manmade environments with accuracy, precision, and flexibility.   Scientists are using 
LiDAR to produce more accurate maps, and make digital elevation models for use in 
river modelling, to assist in emergency response operations, and in planning for long-
term flood resilience. 
 

Q Is Westport at risk from Tsunami flooding? 
A Tsunamis are a source of risk to the West Coast, although the risk is not as severe as 

for some other parts of New Zealand (such as the east coast of the North Island). 
Tsunami affecting the West Coast can be caused by local earthquakes rupturing 
submerged faults, underwater landslides (also caused by earthquakes), or large 
earthquakes to the North of New Zealand. NIWA have mapped nearshore fault lines 
in the Westport area which have the potential to cause tsunami. Evidence of previous 
Tsunamis impacting the coast has been mapped at several locations along the West 
Coast (see the New Zealand Paleo Tsunami Database https://ptdb.niwa.co.nz/). Sea 
level records at Jacksons Bay and Charleston have recorded small tsunami events in 
recent years from both local and remote earthquakes. 

https://ptdb.niwa.co.nz/

