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Best Outdoors
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Why Go?

What a difference a mountain range makes. Hemmed in by
the wild Tasman Sea and the Southern Alps, the West Coast
(aka Westland) is like nowhere else in New Zealand.

Both ends of the coast have a remote end-of-the-road feel.
In the north the surf-battered highway leads to sleepy Kara-
mea, surrounded by farms and home to alternative lifestylers
drawn by its isolation and surprisingly mild climate. The
southern end of spectacular State Hwy 6 continues to Haast,
gateway to a magnificent pass and Central Otago beyond.

Built on the wavering fortunes of gold, coal and timber,
the stories of Coast settlers are hair-raising. Today just
32,000 reside here, typically a hardy and individual breed:
they make up less than 1% of NZ’s population, scattered
amid almost 9% of the country’s area.

During summer a phalanx of campervans and tourist
buses tick off the ‘must see’ Punakaiki Rocks and Franz Josef
and Fox Glaciers. Deviate from the trail even a short way,
however, and be awed by the spectacles that await you alone.

‘When to Go

During summer the coast road gets relatively busy. May to
September can be warm and clear, with fewer crowds and
cheaper accommodation. The West Coast has serious rain-
fall (around 5m annually) but Westland sees as much sun-
shine as Christchurch. When it’s pouring in the east it’s just
as likely to be fine here.
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