
The combination of the stunning Waikato coastline 

and its proximity to large population centres 

makes coastal tourism an important sector of the 

regional economy. Domestic tourism makes up 

about 80 per cent of tourism in the Waikato, and 

the growth in Auckland has provided impetus 

to the solid increase in visitor numbers over the 

last few years. There is better information about 

tourism to the Coromandel Peninsula than the 

west coast. The west coast includes the likes of 

Raglan, Kāwhia and Port Waikato but tourism 

counts cannot be separated from those of the 

wider Waikato region. Visitor spending on the 

Coromandel increased 10 per cent, from $337 

million in 2014 to $371 million in 2015. The 

number of guest nights spent in commercial 

accommodation increased 8.5 per cent from 

773,000 in 2014 to 839,000 in 2015 (see �gure 1). 

It is important to recognise that spending on 

tourism activities is only a partial measure of 

the bene�ts people get from visiting the beach. 

Fewer than half of all visits include an overnight 

stay and only a quarter of overnight visitors 

stay in commercial accommodation (hotels, 

motels and campgrounds). The total number of 

visitors to Coromandel beaches last year was 

therefore around three million. When people 

chose to travel to spend time at the beach, their 

decision to do so implies that the value they 

get from the experience is at least as much as 

they spend to get there. Based on the cost of 

travel (for example, including petrol and the 

‘opportunity cost’ of travel time), we estimate 

that Coromandel beach recreation is actually 

valued at more than $370 million. 

COASTAL PROPERTY
Many New Zealanders dream of owning a bach or 

holiday home near the beach. The total rateable 

value of Coromandel residential properties is 

around $12 billion. The proximity to the coast 

is estimated to be worth around $3.5 billion to 

residential land values.2

Coromandel homes are still a relatively a�ordable 

option compared with homes in Auckland or 

Tauranga. The median sale price in Thames-

Coromandel district was $441,000 over the 

summer, which is higher than any other area in 

the Waikato region but below the national median 

of $448,000 and below Auckland ($717,000) and 

Tauranga city ($475,000) (see �gure 2). Coromandel 

property prices have grown slower than average in 

the past year – 8.5 per cent compared with 15 per 

cent for the whole of New Zealand.
Figure 1: Coromandel Peninsula commercial accommodation guest nights.
Source: Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment1

1 http://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/sectors-industries/tourism/tourism-research-data/commercial-accommodation-monitor
2
Based on a comparison of average value per square metre with the rest of the Waikato region and ignoring the fact that many coastal towns might not exist if not for the beaches. 

BEACHES AND WELLBEING
When you grow up on an island, what matters is how you stand to 
the sea. (Roddy Doyle)
With summer behind us, we reflect on the importance of our beaches for 
recreation and general wellbeing. The coastline of the Waikato region includes 
the popular white sand beaches of the Coromandel Peninsula’s east coast and the 
more rugged, wind-swept west coast. 
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Over recent years though, property prices in the Thames-Coromandel 

district have been very strong. Figure 3 shows that property prices in 

Thames-Coromandel increased by around 200 per cent in the space of 

about six years leading up to the ‘global �nancial crisis’ in 2008. Since 

then, property markets in the district have been rather more subdued, and 

have only recently returned to pre-crisis levels. 

The high value of coastal property is essentially a simple matter of supply 

and demand. New Zealand has a lot of coast, but the supply of coastal 

property suitable for development is more constrained. Combine this 

with our love of the beach, and the trends in coastal property prices are 

not surprising. But a place by the sea may come with some other issues. 

Coasts are dynamic environments, and present a variety of risks – such as 

¢ooding and erosion – that a�ect coastal properties (and their values).

COASTAL HAZARDS

Even castles made of sand,     
fall into the sea, eventually. ( Jimi Hendrix)

In November 2015, as we were looking ahead to a long hot summer, the 

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment published a report called 

Preparing New Zealand for rising seas: Certainty and Uncertainty. This report 

highlights the prospect of sea level rise – one of the consequences of our 

changing climate. These projections suggest that sea levels will rise by up 

to a metre by the end of this century. If this doesn’t sound very much, it’s 

worth considering in the context of the value of assets in the low-lying 

parts of our region. 

What’s more, the risks to our coasts, and the e�ects on the values they 

provide us, may be further magni�ed if expectations of stronger or 

more frequent storms come to pass. The insurance sector is increasingly 

concerned about our potential vulnerability to natural hazards, noting that 

“we cannot control the forces of nature, but we can reduce their impact 

signi�cantly by building our capacity to withstand and recover from natural 

disasters...investment in those measures before disaster strikes saves 

much more than trying to pick up the cost afterwards”.5 

The Commissioner has recommended that the Government establish 

a working group to assess and prepare for the economic and �scal 

Figure 2: Residential property median sale price. Figure 3: Residential property median sale price (1990-2015).

Source: Quotable Value4

Source: Quotable Value3

3
www.qv.co.nz/resources/monthly-residential-value-index

4
www.qv.co.nz/resources/residential-house-price-index 

5
‘Protecting New Zealand from Natural Hazards’, October 2014, Insurance Council of New Zealand.

6
www.pce.parliament.nz/media/1384/national-and-regional-risk-exposure-in-low-lying-coastal- 
areas-niwa-2015.pdf.

7
NIWA, 2015. ‘National and regional risk exposure in low-lying coastal areas’. Report prepared for 
the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment.

implications of sea level rise. To begin with, we need to better understand 

what the e�ects of sea level rise might look like. Waikato Regional Council 

has recently launched a new web-based tool to help identify areas that may 

be more vulnerable to sea level rise and to identify those areas where we 

need to better understand the extent of the e�ects of inundation.

  waikatoregion.govt.nz/coastal-inundation-tool

LOW LYING ASSETS IN THE WAIKATO REGION
There are 3588 buildings in the Waikato region that are half a metre or less 

above sea level (see the NIWA report ‘National and regional risk exposure in 

low-lying coastal areas).7 These have an estimated replacement value of $707 

million (in 2011 dollars) and are mainly in the Hauraki District. This is more 

than any other region for which data exists in New Zealand.7

In addition, the infrastructure that supports these areas is extensive. NIWA 

estimates there is more than 800km of road less than 1.5 metres above sea 

level (more than double the next highest region, Canterbury, with 300km 

of roads). 

Around 43,000 hectares of land in primary production in the Waikato 

region lies within 1.5 metres elevation above sea level. Most of this land 

lies in the northern parts of the Hauraki plains and relies on the extensive 

drainage and ¢ood protection works built and maintained by the Waikato 

Regional Council to avoid periodic inundation by the sea.
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Source: http://www.treasury.govt.nz/abouttreasury/higherlivingstandards
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MEASURING WHAT MATTERS
Wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; 
for it is merely useful for the sake of something 
else. (Aristotle)

The most common way to indicate how well an economy is doing has been 

to measure its ‘gross domestic product’ (GDP). As the name suggests, GDP 

measures the total production of goods and services in the economy and, 

as far as it goes, it is indeed a useful indicator. But on its own, it doesn’t 

give us a full picture. It can even be quite misleading about how well we’re 

doing as a region, or a country. For example:

• There are many things that it doesn’t count – like the unpaid work 

of volunteers or parents, and a whole raft of bene�ts and services 

that we get ‘for free’ from nature, such as those bene�ts we get from 

going to the beach, which don’t add to GDP. 

• There are other things that it does count that seem counter-

intuitive. For example, if coastal ¢ooding destroys some buildings or 

infrastructure, this could show up as increasing GDP, as the building 

activity to replace what we’ve lost is counted.

• GDP is a measure of ‘¢ows’. It tells us nothing about the stocks of 

capital (whether it be arti�cial, natural or human capital) that create 

those ¢ows. It could be that high growth in GDP is happening at the 

same time as our stock of capital is diminishing, undermining our 

potential to grow (or even maintain) our GDP in the future. 

This has led to e�orts around the world to �nd a better, or more complete 

way, of measuring the things that really matter. These e�orts have led to 

the development of things like the OECD Better Life Index, the Canadian 

Index of Wellbeing and the New Zealand Progress Indicators, produced by 

Statistics New Zealand. The New Zealand Treasury now takes a broad view 

of ‘living standards’, noting that “our vision is to be a world-class Treasury 

working for higher living standards for New Zealanders” and that “by living 

standards we mean much more than just income or GDP… it includes a broad 

range of material and non-material factors which impact on wellbeing (such 

as trust, education, health and environmental quality)”. Figure 4 summarises 

this more complete view of the world.

This work has been built on in the Waikato region through the 

development of a set of ‘Waikato Progress Indicators – Tupuranga Waikato’ 

(WPI). An example of the type of information included in the WPI can 

be seen in the ‘circle of wellbeing’ (see �gure 5). This captures trend 

information about many indicators in one diagram for the period 2007 

to 2014-15. The white central circle represents the WPI score for each 

indicator in the Waikato region in approximately 2007 and the spokes 

show WPI score progress to 2014-15. Where a spoke extends outside the 

white circle, it means regional wellbeing has improved. Where a spoke falls 

within the circle, regional wellbeing has declined.

For more information on the Waikato Progress Indicators, check out 
the Waikato Regional Council website.

  waikatoregion.govt.nz/wpi

Figure 4: Assess the impact of policy across key living 
standards dimensions.

Figure 5: The circle of wellbeing.
Source: Waikato Regional Council
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For more information call Waikato Regional Council 
on 0800 800 401 or visit waikatoregion.govt.nz.
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DISCLAIMER
This newsletter provides general information on the Waikato economy, and is not intended to be used as a basis for any particular course of action or as a 

substitute for �nancial advice. Waikato Regional Council always recommends that individuals consult with their own professional advisors to discuss the 

general information provided in this newsletter prior to taking any particular course of action. The views and opinions expressed are those of the relevant 

authors, and do not necessarily re¢ect the views of the Waikato Regional Council. Waikato Regional Council disclaims all liability in connection with any 

action that may be taken in reliance of this newsletter, and for any error, de�ciency, ¢aw or omission contained in it.

ECONOMIC INDICATORS
MEASUREMENT TIME PERIOD VALUE COMPARISON 

WITH OTHER 
REGIONS

TREND

GDP PER CAPITA 2015 $48,328

  

PRODUCTIVITY PER 
CAPITA

2015 $98,605

  

EXPORTS SHARE OF 
GDP

2014 45.6%

  

INDUSTRIAL    
NON-DIVERSITY8

2015 24

  

UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE 

2015 Q4 5.1%

  

WEEKLY 
HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

2015 $1356

  

POST-SCHOOL 
EDUCATION

2013 36%

  

HOUSING 
UNAFFORDABILITY9 

2014 9.9

  

HIGH LIFE 
SATISFACTION10 

2014 85%

 

COLOUR CODES
  = best quartile   = better than average/improving   = worse than average/no change   = worst quartile/worsening

  waikatoregion.govt.nz/economy

8
A measure of how diverse the economy is in terms of the share of industries. A higher number means less diverse.

9
Average house price divided by average annual income. A higher number is less a�ordable.

10
NZGSS life satisfaction rating 7-10.


