The Award for Excellence in Community Engagement  
Are your council’s community relationships delivering results? This category recognises programmes, projects or initiatives that demonstrate outstanding results through excellent community engagement or community empowerment. Entries may come from any area of local government activity but must have community engagement or empowerment as a key aspect, especially those undertaken over and above statutory requirements. Entries may include successful collaboration with private or community organisations. The approach taken must be transferable to other local authorities. 
 
Project Summary (200 words)  
Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park – Transforming Hills into a World-Class Recreational Haven 
Nestled in Wellington's western hills, Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park (MP) has transformed from gorse-covered terrain to an award-winning recreation area. Mākara Peak Supporters (MPS) and Wellington City Council (WCC) have driven this change, fuelled by thousands of volunteers. 
Celebrating 25 years in 2024, MP now attracts tens of thousands of mountain bikers, runners, walkers, and nature enthusiasts. With more than 45 kilometres of trails and regenerating native podocarp broadleaf forest, the park's success hinges on the partnership between MPS and WCC. 
Volunteers have built trails, planted over 60,000 native trees, controlled pest plants, and maintained nearly 700 traps. Their efforts have rejuvenated native bush, providing habitat for kiwi, kākāriki, tītipounamu, kārearea, and kākā. 
Mākara Peak exemplifies excellence in community engagement through conservation efforts, volunteer contributions, and a successful partnership. This transformation highlights the power of collaboration and dedication to environmental stewardship. 
 
Strategic Context (20 marks – 400 words)  
Rationale and Proposed Outcomes: 
In the 1990s, the rise in mountain biking (MTB) popularity, coupled with the limited availability of shared trails, highlighted the need for a dedicated space. An early the 1990s, a Hillary Commission report noted the increasing national popularity of mountain biking and windsurfing. The loss of Wellington’s MTB hotspot in 1998 to accommodate the Zealandia Wildlife Sanctuary,  underscored this need. Wellington City Council (WCC) engaged the local community to establish Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park (MP) on recently acquired land. Overwhelming support from both the mountain biking and local communities led to the development of MP into a new recreational reserve. The park promotes biking, walking, running, and conservation activities, supported by core values that have endured for 25 years. 
Evidence Base: 
Community surveys, environmental impact assessments, and stakeholder consultations provided the evidence base. Surveys indicated a strong community desire for green spaces and recreational trails. Environmental assessments revealed the area’s potential for ecological restoration, and stakeholder consultations, including with local iwi, highlighted the cultural and environmental significance. 
Anticipated Outcomes and Linkage: 
The project aimed to provide extensive trails, restore native forests, and foster community engagement. The outcomes were linked to these objectives through trail building, tree planting, pest control, and volunteer involvement. After a year of volunteer support, the Makara Peak Supporters (MPS) formed, envisioning a world-class MTB park with dual-use trails in a restored forest. 
Relationship to Council’s Strategic Direction: 
The MP Master Plan, collaboratively developed by MPS and WCC, embedded the park’s strategic direction with the council’s goals of environmental stewardship, community engagement, and enhanced quality of life. The plan included the employment of a full-time Park Ranger in October 2021, further strengthening the partnership and community engagement. 
Risk Mitigation: 
Risks were mitigated through regular environmental monitoring, fostering a supportive volunteer culture, and securing financial support from local businesses, grants, and community fundraising. The 10-year master plan successfully guided joint projects between MPS and WCC, achieving many goals since 2017. 
 
 
Project Management – (15 Marks – 300 words)  
Key Issues from the Project Plan: 
· Scope: The Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park (MP) project aimed to transform the area into a world-class recreational park with dual-use trails, restore native forests, and engage the community in conservation efforts. 
· Timeframes: The project followed a long-term strategy guided by a 10-year Master Plan initiated in 2017. Key milestones included trail construction, native forest restoration, and continuous volunteer engagement. 
· Resources: The project leveraged funding from Wellington City Council (WCC), grants, community fundraising, and in-kind support from local businesses. The dedication of thousands of volunteers was pivotal to trail building, tree planting, and pest control efforts. 
· Governance: The project was managed through a partnership between Mākara Peak Supporters (MPS) and WCC, with regular meetings and strategic planning sessions. The employment of a full-time Park Ranger in 2021 enhanced project oversight and community engagement. 
Quality Assurance Systems: 
· Regular Monitoring: Environmental and trail condition monitoring ensured the impact of activities was assessed and any issues were addressed promptly. 
· Volunteer Training: Comprehensive training programs equipped volunteers with necessary skills for trail building, tree planting, and pest control. 
· Feedback Mechanisms: Regular surveys and consultation sessions gathered community, volunteer, and stakeholder input to refine and improve project activities. 
· Best Practices: The project adhered to best practices in environmental conservation, trail construction, and community engagement, using sustainable materials and fostering a supportive volunteer culture. 
· Reporting and Documentation: Detailed records and reports tracked progress, resource allocation, and volunteer contributions, ensuring transparency and informed decision-making. 
The effective management and quality assurance systems in place have been instrumental in achieving the project’s goals and ensuring its long-term sustainability. 
 
Relationship Management – (15 Marks – 300 words)  
Communication Tools Used: 
The success of Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park (MP) lies in unwavering community support and effective communication: 
· Social Media: Active Facebook page with 5,700 followers, Instagram, and regular e-newsletters. 
· Local Media: Outreach through local newspapers, RNZ interviews, and collaboration with WCC’s communications team. 
· On-site Engagement: Visible presence of a dedicated Park Ranger to interact with visitors and support educational initiatives. 
· Community Meetings and Events: Regular meetings, volunteer work parties, and educational sessions to keep stakeholders informed and engaged. 
Audiences Engaged: 
The project engaged a diverse range of audiences, including: 
· Local Community: Bikers, walkers, runners, and conservation-minded residents. 
· Mountain Biking Community: Active involvement in trail building, maintenance, and promotion. 
· Environmental and Conservation Groups: Collaboration on ecological restoration and pest control efforts. 
· Schools and Educational Institutions: Involvement in educational programs and conservation activities. 
· Corporate, School, and Church Groups: Participation in volunteer activities throughout the year. 
· Emergency Services: Collaboration with Wellington Free Ambulance, FENZ, Life Flight, and Police for park familiarization and emergency evacuations. 
Communication with “Hard to Reach” Groups: 
The project employed several strategies to communicate with hard-to-reach groups: 
· Inclusive Meetings: Held at accessible locations and times to accommodate different schedules. 
· Multilingual Materials: Provided information in multiple languages to cater to diverse linguistic backgrounds. 
· Community Outreach Programs: Partnered with local organisations to reach marginalized groups and promote participation. 
· Direct Engagement: Conducted door-to-door visits and personalized communications to ensure inclusion. 
· Accessible Digital Platforms: Ensured the website and social media platforms were accessible to individuals with disabilities. 
The comprehensive relationship management approach facilitated effective communication, fostering a strong sense of community involvement and ownership in the project. 
 
 
Project Success (50 Marks, 1200 words)  
Situation ‘Before’ and ‘After’: 
Before: In the 1990s, Mākara Peak was a gorse-covered landscape with minimal ecological or recreational value. The loss of Wellington's former MTB hotspot, the area now home to Zealandia Wildlife Sanctuary, in 1998 highlighted the need for a dedicated MTB space. Shared trails and recreational areas within the city were limited, leading the Wellington City Council (WCC) to establish a new MTB park on recently acquired land. 
After: Since its establishment, MP has transformed into a world-class recreational haven, attracting tens of thousands of mountain bikers, runners, walkers, and nature enthusiasts each year. The park now boasts over 45 kilometers of trails, regenerating native podocarp broadleaf forest, and a thriving habitat for native wildlife, including kiwi, kakariki, titipounamu, karearea, and kaka, with over 50,000 native seedlings planted to date. The park’s success is due to the collaborative efforts of Mākara Peak Supporters (MPS), Wellington City Council (WCC), and over 4500 volunteer hours spent each year developing and maintaining the park.  
Criteria Used to Judge Success and Evidence: 
· Community Engagement: Measured by volunteer participation and community support. Thousands of volunteers have contributed to trail building, tree planting, and pest control. MPS's engagement with the community through social media, newsletters, and events has sustained this support. 
· Environmental Impact: The restoration of native podocarp broadleaf forest and the increase in native wildlife populations are key indicators. The planting of over 60,000 native trees and maintenance of nearly 700 traps have improved the park’s ecological health. 
· Recreational Use: The park’s popularity among mountain bikers, runners, and walkers serves as a testament to its success. Diverse and challenging trails have made MP a go-to destination. 
· Partnership and Collaboration: The strong partnership between MPS and WCC has been critical. The collaborative development of the MP Master Plan and the employment of a full-time Park Ranger in 2021 have enhanced governance and project oversight. 
Barriers Traversed: 
· Environmental Challenges: Managing invasive species and restoring native vegetation required ongoing efforts. Flexible eco-sourcing and sustainable practices helped address these challenges. 
· Volunteer Engagement: Maintaining consistent volunteer participation was challenging. MPS fostered a supportive community culture and provided training and resources. 
· Financial Constraints: Securing funding was a significant barrier. The partnership leveraged funding from WCC, grants, community fundraising, and in-kind support from local businesses. 
Lessons Learnt and Sharing Across the Organisation: 
· Collaborative Partnerships: Regular communication, shared goals, and collaborative planning are key to achieving project objectives. 
· Community Engagement: Engaging the community from the outset and fostering a sense of ownership are crucial for long-term success. 
· Adaptive Management: Flexibility in planning and implementation allows for adjustments based on feedback and changing circumstances. 
· Educational Outreach: Providing educational opportunities and promoting conservation awareness among park visitors and volunteers is vital. 
These lessons will be shared through workshops, training sessions, and internal communications. 
Plans to Integrate the Project into Business-as-Usual: 
· Ongoing Volunteer Support: Continued engagement with volunteers through work parties, events, and training programs. The master plan outlines volunteer roles and provides a structured approach. 
· Sustainable Funding: Securing long-term funding through grants, community fundraising, and partnerships with local businesses. The master plan includes financial strategies. 
· Regular Monitoring and Maintenance: Implementing a structured schedule for environmental monitoring, trail maintenance, and pest control. The master plan provides guidelines for assessments and maintenance activities. 
· Community Engagement: Maintaining active communication channels through social media, newsletters, and meetings. The master plan emphasizes community involvement. 
· Dedicated Park Ranger: The master plan's goal of employing a full-time Park Ranger ensures consistent oversight and support for park activities. 
· Adaptive Management: The master plan's flexible approach allows for adjustments based on feedback and changing circumstances. 
Project Outcomes and Transferability to Other Local Authorities: 
· Recreational and Environmental Benefits: MP’s transformation serves as a model for enhancing green spaces and promoting outdoor activities. 
· Volunteer-Driven Projects: Demonstrates the power of volunteer initiatives and community involvement. Other authorities can replicate this by fostering strong partnerships and providing necessary resources. 
· Collaborative Planning: The joint development of the MP Master Plan by MPS and WCC is a transferable lesson. Joint planning ensures projects align with strategic goals and community needs. 
· Adaptive Management: The flexible approach to eco-sourcing and adaptive management can be applied to other projects. 
· Educational and Outreach Programs: MP’s initiatives can be adapted by other councils to promote conservation awareness and community engagement. 
From the MPS President: 
“The below simple to articulate but, hard to deliver pillars have and will continue delivering a world-class recreation and conservation reserve: 
· A robust and mutually respectful partnership between MPS and WCC. 
· Clear purpose - to create a world-class MTB Park in regenerating bush. 
· Community involvement and ownership." 
The development of the park is underpinned by two key documents: Mākara Peak Master Plan and Mākara Peak Ecological Plan. These documents guide decision-making and ensure the park’s success. The conversion of run-down farmland into a gazetted Scenic Reserve has demonstrated the benefits of combining recreation with restoration. 
Conclusion: 
The success of Mākara Peak Mountain Bike Park is a testament to the power of community engagement, collaborative partnerships, and adaptive management. The lessons learnt from this project are highly transferable to other local authorities, offering valuable insights for enhancing recreational spaces, promoting conservation, and fostering community involvement. 
 
 
 
Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YX_BLI-Js6Y 
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