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Introduction 

In September 2017, the Great Barrier Island Local Board (with support from ATEED) 
commissioned NZTRI to develop a Visitor Strategy for Aotea / Great Barrier Island. The Visitor 
Strategy will be informed by visitor and community/business research. This report presents 
key findings from the Visitor and Community surveys for the low/shoulder season period 
before Christmas 2017. The Visitor survey will continue through the high season and a high 
season community survey will also be run.   

The geographic area covered by this research is on Great Barrier Island (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Map of the research area 

 
Source: Auckland Council, Great Barrier Island Local Board map 
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Data collection for the online Visitor Survey ran from 18 October to 11 December 2017 and 
generated 120 responses. The survey provides insights into visitor characteristics including: 
demographics, information sources used prior to the trip, decision-making factors, travel 
patterns, length of stay, and participation in local activities, satisfaction levels and 
expenditure. The survey also gauges visitor perceptions of Great Barrier Island (GBI), and the 
likelihood of return visits and referrals. The survey featured a variant specifically designed to 
capture information from visitors who travel to GBI on private boats.  

The online Community Survey ran from 23 November to 6 December 2017 and generated 174 
responses. The Visitor Strategy Group worked with their local networks to build awareness of 
the surveys. NZTRI promoted the survey research at various locations and visitor touchpoints 
on GBI targeting both local business, and residents. NZTRI also actively promoted both surveys 
through the Institute’s networks, existing databases, and social media. 

The Community Survey includes permanent residents, non-permanent residents, those not 
living on the Island but considering themselves part of the local community, and business 
operators. The findings from the survey provide insight into general attitudes to and 
awareness of tourism/visitors, perceived economic outcomes, impacts on quality of life, and 
business links to tourism. 
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Visitor Survey findings 

Visitors are defined as those arriving by air/ferry/private vessel and staying for less than 99 
days on GBI.  

General Visitor characteristics 

Nearly a third (31%) of the visitors’ surveyed are in the 55-64 age group, with a further 17% 
aged 65 years or over (Figure 2). A third are under 45 years of age. Just over half (54%) of the 
visitors surveyed are female. 

Figure 2: Breakdown of visitors by age group (n=98) 

 

The vast majority of visitors travelled with other people to GBI, with many accompanied by 
their partner/spouse (45%), friends (34%) or other family members (24%). Less than one in 
five visitors (18%) travelled on their own (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Travelling companions (n=120) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

9
12 12

18

31

11

4
2

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-80 80+

Pe
rc

en
t

Age

4

5

8

18

24

34

45

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Work colleagues

Other

Children (under 14 years of age)

I travelled on my own

Other family members

Friends

Partner/spouse

Percent



 

4 
 

Just over half (51%) of the visitors travelled to/from GBI by scheduled flight, a further 18% by 
private boat. Visitors also arrived by scheduled ferry crossing as a passenger (9%) or travelling 
with a vehicle (9%), or part of a ferry/ flight combination (9%). Only 4% travelled to/from the 
Island on a private flight. 
 
When asked about the main mode of transport used when visiting GBI, over two thirds of the 
visitors noted they travelled by private car (40%) or rental car (28%). Visitors also walked 
around the Island (15%) or travelled by private boat (8%). Other transport options (10%) 
include shuttle bus, tour bus, cycling and by motorbike. 

For half of the visitors this was their first trip to GBI in the last 12 months (Figure 4). Over a 
third (37%) had been to the Island 2 to 5 times during the last year. A small percentage (6%) 
frequently visit GBI coming at least 10 times in the last year.  

Figure 4: Frequency of visits to GBI in the past 12 months (including most recent visit) (n=114) 

 

The vast majority (96%) of the land-based visitors’ surveyed stay for at least one night on GBI 
with over 60% staying between 1 to 4 days (Figure 5). Other visitors are on the Island for 
extended periods with 12% staying for 10 or more nights. Fewer than 5% of visitors during 
the survey period came for a day trip. The median length of stay is 4 nights. 
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Figure 5: Length of stay on GBI (n=99) 

 

During their visit to GBI nearly a quarter (23%) of all visitors stayed in commercial 
accommodation including lodges, backpacker hostels, motels and bed and breakfasts (Figure 
6). Close to 50% of respondents stayed in either rental accommodation or in their own 
accommodation. Staying on board a private boat (16%), with family/friends (10%) or at a DOC 
hut (9%) were also popular options.  

Figure 6: What type of accommodation did you use during your visit? (n=116)

 
Note: response therefore total does not add to 100% 
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Respondents were asked to give the ‘main purpose of visit’ for their most recent visit to GBI. 
Over 40% of visitors came for a holiday, with a further 26% emphasizing the outdoor activities 
on offer (Figure 7). Other reasons included to attend an event (9%), for business or 
professional services (8%), and to visit friends and relatives (6%). 

Figure 7: Main purpose of visit (n=111) 

 

Nearly half (49%) of the visitors surveyed have an annual household income of $100,001 or 
more. A third of respondents have an annual household income of $50,001 to $100,000 
(Figure 8). NB New Zealand’s average annual household income for year ending June 2017 is 
$98,621 (Statistics New Zealand, 2017).  

Figure 8: Total household income (NZ$) (n=76) 
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Three quarters of the visitors surveyed have attained a tertiary/university qualification (Figure 
9). Fewer than 5% of visitors have no formal educational qualification. 

Figure 9: Highest qualification achieved (n=92) 

 

Nearly three quarters (74%) of visitors to GBI (n=97) are from other parts of Auckland; 17% 
are from elsewhere in New Zealand, and 9% are from overseas.  
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The sample for overseas visitors is limited and includes visitors from the United States, 
Europe, Canada and Australia. Further analysis on international visitors can be undertaken as 
the sample size grows over the high season period. 
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Information sources and decision-making 

Respondents were asked if they looked for information about GBI prior to their most recent 
visit. Half of respondents said yes. Of these visitors, 80% searched for maps and directions, 
and 56% searched for information on activities, and things to do on the Island (Figure 10). 
Information on accommodation options as well as transportation to/from the Island was also 
frequently sought. Visitors were less likely to seek information prior to arrival about the 
Island’s culture and heritage (22%), or retail and shopping opportunities (15%). 

Figure 10: Types of information sought about the GBI prior to visiting (n=55) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

 

The most commonly used source of information is internet search engines (87%) such as 
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Figure 11: Sources of information (n=55) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 
 

Half of the visitors stated that they looked for information during their stay on GBI. Of these 
visitors, over two thirds searched for maps and directions, and 61% looked for information on 
activities, and things to do in the Island (Figure 12). Information on cycling or walking routes 
and about the local hospitality scene was also commonly sought. Relatively few visitors 
sought information about local transport options and retail or shopping opportunities. 

Figure 12: Types of information sought while staying on GBI (n=57) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 
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Two thirds of the visitors who looked for information while they were on the Island said it was 
relatively easy to find (Figure 13). Only 11% found it difficult to find access the information 
they were looking for. 

Figure 13: Ease of finding the information (n=59) 
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(Figure 14). Half of visitors state that they decided on activities and experiences first, they 
then tend to focus on their transport options second. Accommodation decisions tend to be 
made later, with 39% saying this ranks third in their decision making sequence.  

Figure 14: Order of importance when planning a visit to GBI (n=103-106) 
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Dark Sky Sanctuary 

Over 80% of visitors surveyed know about the GBI international Dark Sky Sanctuary status. 
Only 13% of these visitors stated that this was a very/extremely important factor in their 
decision to visit GBI (Figure 15). Half of the visitors did not factor the Dark Sky Sanctuary into 
their decision making at all. 

Breaking down the respondents by region - 12% of Auckland visitors surveyed stated that the 
Dark Sky Sanctuary was a very/extremely important factor in their decision to visit. Only 8% 
of visitors from outside the Auckland region stated this was extremely important when 
deciding to come to GBI. 

Figure 15: Importance of the Dark Sky Sanctuary status in decision to visit GBI (n=90) 
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Land-based visitors to GBI: 

Land-based visitors were asked where they spent the majority of their time when visiting GBI. 
Tryphena was the most popular destination at 30% (Figure 16).  Medlands (19%) was second 
followed by Claris/Kaitoke (16%) and Port FitzRoy/Okiwi (15%).  

Figure 16: Primary destination of visitors (n=98)  

 

Other smaller locations (4%) not shown above 
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During their stay on GBI, the majority (70%) of land-based visitors stopped or spent time in 
Tryphena and Claris/Kaitoke (67%) (Figure 17). Other popular spots included Medlands (57%) 
and Port FitzRoy/Okiwi (52%).  

Figure 17: Places where visitors stopped and spent time during their most recent trip to GBI (n=99) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100%. Other smaller locations (14%) not shown above 
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Water based visitors to GBI: 

Of the 21 respondents arriving by private boat over half (52%) came by sailing yacht and 48% 
by motor/launch. Over half (60%) of the boats had sailed directly from Auckland to GBI with 
others arriving from Kawau, Waiheke, Whangaparaoa and Coromandel. 

Water-based visitors were asked where they spent the majority of their time when cruising 
around GBI, with Whangaparapara (20%) and Kiwiriki (Two Island Bay) (15%) being the most 
popular locations for boats (Figure 18).    

Figure 18: Primary destination of water-based visitors (n=20)  

 
Other smaller locations (5%) not shown above 
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When the water-based visitors were asked where they spent time/overnighted when cruising 
around GBI, the two most popular locations were Whangaparapara and Port FitzRoy (Figure 
19). Smokehouse Bay, Shoal Bay and Bowling Alley Bay were also favoured locations for 
water-based visitors. 

Figure 19: Locations where water-based visitors spent time during their most recent trip to GBI 
(n=21)  

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 
 

  



 

16 
 

The majority (86%) of the water-based visitors surveyed stayed for at least one night on their 
boat in a particular location, with over half (52%) staying between 2 to 3 days (Figure 20). 
Other visitors stay on their boats in one area for extended periods with 10% staying for 10 or 
more nights. Water-based visitors also went on day trips (14%) to the different bays or places 
around GBI. 

Figure 20: Length of stay at primary location (n=21) 

 
 

Recreational activities 

All respondents were asked about the types of activities they engaged in and how satisfied 
they were with their experience, based on a scale from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 5 (very 
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Outdoor activities - Visitors are generally very satisfied with the outdoor activities they 
participated in with most having a mean of well over 4 out of 5 (Figure 21). Visitors enjoyed 
the experience of tramping and walking on GBI (n=79) along with boating activities (n=56) 
both received a mean of 4.6 out of 5. Visitors were less satisfied with stand up paddle 
boarding (n=16; 3.7) and cycling/mountain biking (n=11; 3.4 out of 5) on the Island. 
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Figure 21: Satisfaction with outdoor activities (n range = 11-79) 

 

Food and beverage related activities - Visitors are generally less satisfied with the food and 
beverage related activities on the Island (Figure 22). A visit to a local food producer rating the 
highest at 4 out of 5, with the lowest being the weekly local Farmers’ market at Stonewall 
Village (3.6).  

Figure 22: Satisfaction with food and beverage related activities (n range = 9-85) 
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Events - Visitor satisfaction with music or school events is relatively high (4.4 respectively) 
(Figure 23). Visitors are also satisfied with their experience of going to a local food and wine 
event or sporting event (4.1 respectively). Visitors are less satisfied with art/cultural or 
heritage events they attended (3.7 out of 5).  

Figure 23: Satisfaction with events attended (n range = 4-23) 

 
 

Other activities – Visitors rated the Garden Tour held in November highly at 4.6 out of 5 
(Figure 24). Visitor were also satisfied with local arts and crafts (4.0). Ratings fell below 4.0 for 
the remaining activities including cultural and heritage attractions (3.9).  

Figure 24: Other activities (n range= 3 – 51) 
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Visitor expenditure 

Visitors were asked to provide information on what they paid prior to their arrival on Great 
barrier (pre-paid spend) and what they spend while on the Island (on island spend).  Our total 
sample of 134 respondents covered 197 adults and 16 children. There were a small number 
(5) of visitors who stayed more than 45 days (up to 99 days) these have been removed from 
the expenditure analysis to avoid skewing the data. 

Prepaid Expenditure 

Most visitors spent money on some aspect of their travel arrangements before they arrived 
to Great Barrier Island (76%).  

Visitors were asked what was covered in this prepaid spend. Most (72%) said they had pre-
purchased flights. Nearly half had pre-purchased accommodation (42%). Pre-purchase of 
activities and transport is less common. 

Very few visitors (9% of the pre-paid grouping) purchased a package. All packages included 
accommodation (100%) and most (86%) featured transport to and from the Island. Meals and 
rental cars featured less frequently in packages. 

Overall we estimate that pre-paid spend per person is $270.16 and spend per day is $67.54. 
Much of this money does not reach the local economy and we conservatively estimate that 
approximately 30% of the figure directly reaches the island economy. With an estimated 
return to the economy of $81.05 per visitor or $20.26 - per visitor per day.  

Local Expenditure    

Most (94%) visitors spent money while on Great Barrier Island. On Island spend per visitor is 
$166.18, or $41.54 per day. Visitor spend is broken down in Table 1.  

Table 1: Average visitor expenditure on Great Barrier Island (per person per day) 

 
Expenditure Items 

 
Per day 
spend $ 

% of spend 

Food/beverage e.g. cafes, restaurants 15.4 37% 
Transport 7.5 18% 
Shopping e.g. groceries, clothing 6.9 17% 
Accommodation 6.9 17% 
Events 2.0 5% 
Activities and attractions 1.4 3% 
Other 0.7 2% 
Fuel 0.6 1% 
Total Expenditure 41.5 100% 

 

NB If we look at just those visitors who travelled to GBI by private boat it is worth noting that 
spend per visitor $101.27 or $20.25 per day. 
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If we combine pre-paid  and on-island spend we estimate that all visitors coming during the 
October-December 2017 period contribute approximately $247 per person to the local 
economy or $62 per person per day. This includes on Island and prepaid spend (based on an 
estimated 30% flow of prepaid spend directly reaching Great Barrier). These estimates will 
evolve further as we analyse data for the high season period (January/February). 

Perceptions of GBI – visitor experience  

Visitors were presented with a series of statements describing what a visit to Great Barrier 
offers visitors. Respondents were asked to select those statements they agreed with based 
on their most recent trip (Figure 25). 

The vast majority of respondents (88%) agreed that GBI is a place where they could ‘spend 
time outdoors’ in a ‘beautiful natural environment’. 

Visitors also responded positively to statements relating to the ability to escape the city and 
be on a remote island (85%), and to step off the grid and get away from it all (72%). Likewise, 
visitors associate a trip to GBI with the opportunity to enjoy the coastal marine environment 
(77%). 

Fewer visitors agreed with statements that GBI is a ‘place to gather food’ (33%) or to go and 
learn more about the ‘local culture, heritage and environment’ (22%). 

Figure 25: What a visit to Great Barrier offers visitors (n=103) 

 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 
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Visitors surveyed were asked to indicate their level of agreement - using a scale of 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on a series of statements about GBI as a visitor destination. 
They were also provided with the option of adding their own statement (see ‘Other’ in Figure 
26). 

The Island’s beautiful natural attractions rated the highest: 4.9 out of 5. Visitors strongly agree 
with the statement that GBI as a destination offers something distinct and different compared 
to other parts of Auckland (4.8). Visitors also agree that the Island is not overcrowded (4.5) 
and that it is a safe place (4.4). 

The three statements that received the lowest rating are: ‘offering good value for money’ 
(3.0), ‘has a good range of restaurants, cafes and pubs’ (2.8), and ‘has good shopping facilities’ 
(2.4.). 

‘Other’ statements (3.5) made by respondents about GBI as a visitor destination included how 
there was ‘no traffic or pollution’, ‘lots of native birds to see’ and ‘great tramping options’. 

Figure 26: Visitors level of agreement on statements about GBI as a visitor destination (n range= 2-
99) 
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Visitors were asked to describe the most attractive or appealing aspects about GBI as a 
destination (Table 2). The majority of the comments provided highlight the ‘beauty of the 
place’, and how being geographically isolated makes GBI ‘remote and quiet’.  

Table 2: Most attractive or appealing about GBI for visitors (n=101) 
 Percentage by respondents 

Beauty of the place  89% 

Geographically isolated – remote and quiet 60% 

Lifestyle - activities 55% 

People – sense of belonging 30% 

Wildlife - animals and birds 14% 

Other 8% 

Quality of the accommodation 5% 

Variety food and eateries 5% 

Visiting friends and family 4% 

Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

Visitors described the natural landscape of GBI as ‘Off Grid Nature’ - ‘dramatic’, ‘unspoilt’, 
‘beautiful’, and they also commented on the ‘biodiversity’ to be found. The sea and beaches 
around the Island also got a special mention being described as ‘amazing blue waters’, 
‘gorgeous blue sea water’, ‘pristine’, ‘clean and unpolluted beaches’ and ‘beautiful bays and 
anchorages’. Other comments included: 

Night Sky - looking up it is amazing what you can see 

The fact it’s off the grid, best nature, walks 

Visitors to the Island enjoyed the ‘peace’ and ‘solitude’ that the remoteness of GBI offered 
them and described it as ‘quiet’, ‘restful’, ‘tranquil’, ‘untouched’, ‘unique’, ‘magical’ and ‘away 
from city life’. Other comments included: ‘little noise pollution’ and ‘few people’ on the Island. 
Visitors commented on the ‘laid back lifestyle’ on the Island describing seeing it as ‘simple - 
like stepping back in time’, ‘back to the basics’, and liked there was ‘limited commercial things 
to do’. 

The wealth of outdoor activities on the Island is very appealing to visitors with many 
comments about ‘great walking trails’ especially the Aotea Track. Others enjoyed going to the 
‘Kaitoke hot springs’ and ‘star gazing’. The water-based activities available on the Island were 
likewise very appealing to visitors with the list including ‘fishing’, ‘surfing’, ‘swimming’, ‘diving’ 
and ‘boating’. One respondent stated GBI is ‘Auckland’s best sailing adventure’.  
 
Some visitors found the ‘friendliness of the locals’ and the ‘sense of community’ on the Island 
to be very appealing (30%) with two respondents commenting on ‘how everyone is so 
positive’. The most appealing aspect about GBI for 14% of visitors was the wildlife, in 
particular the birds and dolphins that can be observed. 
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Less common ‘most attractive’ themes to emerge included: the ‘quality of the 
accommodation’, the ‘range of places to eat out at’ and the ‘opportunity to visit friends and 
family’.  A range of ‘other’ responses covered dimensions such as ‘good service’, ‘sealed 
roads’, ‘safe anchorages’ and the ‘weather’. One respondent simply stated ‘everything’ about 
their visit was most appealing.  

Visitors were asked for the three least attractive/appealing aspects of GBI as a destination 
(Table 3). Of the 78 respondents providing comments, the main issues highlighted relate to 
local infrastructure and facilities (51%), and the expense associated with visiting GBI (28%). 

The quality of the roading on the Island is highlighted as an area that needs improvement 
with comments such as ‘narrow roads’ ‘metal roads’ and ‘poor road repairs’. Another 
respondent added that there was a ‘dangerous lack of visibility on roads due to poor 
vegetation management’.  

Other infrastructure issues raised included limited electricity and internet access, ‘lack of 
water’, ‘poor public transport’, and the need for ‘more rubbish bins’ on the Island. The need 
for more parking at the airport was also commented on especially the need for long term 
options. 

Water-based visitors commented on the lack of facilities for ‘yachties’ including ‘poor lighting 
at anchorages’, no ‘all-tide boat ramps’ and the ‘difficulty accessing petrol for boats’. 

Table 3: Least attractive or appealing about GBI for visitors (n=78) 
 Percentage by respondents 

Infrastructure and facilities 51% 

Expensive location  28% 

Not enough things to buy or do 23% 

Lack of friendliness of local people 14% 

Impact of the weather 12% 

Nothing at all 10% 

Lack of visitor information 9% 

Degradation of the environment 8% 

Issues with outdoor activities on offer 6% 

Too many visitors/tourists 5% 

Other 4% 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

GBI is seen as an expensive destination by some visitors. Comments were made about the 
‘lack of cheaper options such as a fast ferry for travelling to and from the Island’. Some visitors 
find the price of accommodation, goods and services expensive. Comments included: 

Expense of produce, cafe restaurants near water or with a view lacking 

Fuel complicated and expensive 



 

24 
 

The limited range of things to buy and do (23%) on GBI was also commented on by visitors 
with several also commenting on what they perceived as the restrictive opening hours of the 
restaurants and cafes. Specific comments were also made about the lack of ‘food choices’ 
available for purchase from shops and when dining out: 

No place in the north to eat besides a dairy with limited pies microwaved 

Not many restaurants or cafes 

Shops and cafes close early 

A relatively small number of the respondents (14%) felt that the local people were not very 
welcoming towards them as visitors. Comments about their experience when dealing with 
local businesses for example included ‘unsmiling service’, ‘negative people’, ‘sour’, and 
‘grumpy’. A small number of visitors also found the ‘attitude of local drivers’ to be slightly 
intimidating making comments such as ‘speeding cars and hooning’. 

The need for more information for visitors was commented on by 9% of respondents. Issues 
identified included the ‘lack of staff at the visitor centre at Claris airport’, ‘poor or unclear 
signage in some areas’ and ‘insufficient history boards on DOC land’. 

Further unappealing aspects mentioned included: ‘degradation of the environment’ with 
‘rubbish on the beaches’ and using ‘chemicals like Roundup for spraying’. Respondents also 
commented on ‘track closures’ and/or’ limited alternative tracks’, and ‘no fish’. A total of four 
respondents felt GBI had too many ‘visitors/boats’ and ‘tourists’. 

It should be noted that 10% of visitors took the time to note that there were not any ‘least 
appealing’ aspects about their trip to GBI. 

When asked to provide suggestions on what would improve their visit to GBI, 40% of the 
respondents provided feedback (Table 4). One of the main areas where respondents would 
like to see improvement is the local infrastructure and facilities to assist visitors during their 
stay, as seen in the comments below: 

Increase signage around unsealed roads so visitors know land space is public and not 
privately owned. 

Better information centre at Claris Airfield  

Good services and access for private boats 

Respondents would like to see a better quality and variety of food on offer, and improved 
levels of customer service at local businesses. Services being open for extended hours during 
holiday season would also be appreciated. 

Seriously, one or two GOOD Cafes with nice/ friendly people, and locally caught fish! 

Some of the locals seemed a bit put out by us. Not sure if this was just the time of year? 
They were not prepared. 

When local residents serve you, especially at shops, acknowledge you! 
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Table 4: Ways to improve a visit to GBI (n=56) 
 Percentage of respondents 

Infrastructure and facilities 28% 

Better food and service 23% 

Less expensive – overall costs 16% 

Better transport options 14% 

Nothing 14% 

More visitor information 11% 

Activities and attractions 7% 

Less people and tourists 7% 

Other 7% 

Less pests 5% 

Weather 2% 
Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

Visitors also wanted to see a reduction in the overall costs associated with their visit to GBI 
(16%) including cheaper transport options to the Island, more affordable accommodation and 
supplies.  

Cheaper, easier to book accommodation options 

Fast ferry, cheaper flights, more cheaper flights from Ardmore 

Easier access to competitive supplies of fuel and water for boats 

While on GBI, smaller numbers of visitors would like to see better public transport options 
(14%), as well as more information (11%) e.g. local travel times, things to do and see. 

Regular local transport to get around Island 

Maybe better info about how long it takes to get from place to place, as distances are 
deceptive due to winding roads so travel is quite slow 

Better information about bird watching and opening hours overall 

A number of visitors stressed that they were happy for GBI to remain exactly as it is and to do 
‘nothing’ (14%). They do not want to see it transformed into a ‘tourist place’ by improving the 
infrastructure. Some respondents simply commented that the only thing that could have 
improved their visit was ‘staying longer’.  

Return visits and referrals 

Over 90% of visitors say they plan to visit GBI again. When asked if they would recommend 
GBI as a place to visit nearly all (96%) of visitors said they would; 4% said they would not.  

Reasons given by those who say they would not make a return visit included the cost and that 
they had would like to explore other places in New Zealand.  The main reason given by the 
small percentage of respondents who would not recommend GBI to other visitors relates to 
the ‘cost of getting there’ and of staying on the Island.   
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Community Survey findings 
 

The Community survey covers a broad range of stakeholders who are identified as GBI 
community members. This definition was developed in conjunction with the Local Board and 
includes: permanent residents, non-permanent residents, those not living on the Island but 
considering themselves part of the GBI community, and local business operators – some of 
whom do not live on the Island. 

Stakeholders include 132 community residents (non-business owners) of which 81% live on 
GBI either full-time or part-time, and 42 business respondents, with 95% residing on the 
Island. 

The following section discusses the profile of the survey respondents and is broken into 
community and business groupings where appropriate. We then review respondent’s 
attitudes towards GBI, plus the types of local experiences they would like to share with 
visitors. The final section explores respondent’s attitudes towards the local visitor industry 
and future development. 

More females (54%) than males answered the survey. Over half (56%) of respondents are 
aged between 45 years to 64 years old, with a further 23% being aged 65 to 74 years old 
(Figure 27). Nearly 20% of respondents are under 45 years of age. 
 

Figure 27: Breakdown of Respondents by age group (C=167) 
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Of those respondents living on GBI (85% of the total), the majority live in Tryphena, with 
Medlands and Okupu the next most popular areas (Figure 28). There is good representation 
in the survey from those living in both the north and south of the Island. 
 

Figure 28: Where GBI residents live on the Island (n=148) 

 
Other categories include Cape Barrier, Motairehe Bay, Omahungaiti, and Rosalie Bay. 

Just over half (51%) of the community respondents living on GBI are currently employed by 
local businesses. Of this group, 51% are working for an organisation that provides services 
and/or products to visitors.  

Of those respondents living on GBI, nearly three quarters (73%) have resided there for ten 
years or more. Nearly a third (29%) have lived on the Island for more than 25 years (Figure 
29). Only 13% of respondents had lived on GBI for 5 years or less. 

Figure 29: Number of years respondents have lived on GBI (n=108) 
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Over a third (34%) of the community respondents (non-business owners) surveyed have an 
annual household income of $50,000 or less (Figure 30). Another third (34%) have an annual 
household income of between $50,000 and $100,000. Less than 20% have an annual 
household income over $150,000. Around 20% of respondents preferred not to provide their 
income details.  

Figure 30: Community respondent’s annual household income (NZ$) (excluding business owners) 
(n=101) 

 
 

Business characteristics  
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Figure 31: Location of businesses (n=39) 

 

The majority (59%) of businesses on the Island have been in operation for over 10 years 
(Figure 32). Over a quarter (26%) have been in operation between 1 to 5 years.  

Figure 32: Length of business operation on the Island (n=41) 
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The survey captured a good cross section of the business community on GBI (Figure 33). 
Nearly half (46%) of businesses are directly related to the visitor industry with 28% being 
accommodation providers and 18% having ‘visitor attractions/activities/tours’ as a primary 
focus. 

Figure 33: Primary focus of businesses (n=40) 
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Figure 34: Number of full time equivalent employees (FTE) (excluding respondent) (n=46) 

 

Just under a half (46%) of business respondents reported an annual turnover of $50,000 or 
less in the last financial year (Figure 35). Over a quarter (26%) reported an annual turnover of 
$200,001 to $500,000. Only one business reported an annual turnover exceeding $1.5 million. 

Figure 35: Business annual turnover in last financial year (n=24) 
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Figure 36: Turnover generated directly from visitors (n=27) 
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Figure 37: The importance of visitors to respondent’s businesses (N=40) 
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Community attitudes towards GBI  

Community respondents (n=174) were asked what appeals to them most about Great Barrier 
Island (Table 5). The following themes emerged from the comments: 

The majority of the comments made by the 174 respondents highlighted how important the 
pristine environment on GBI is to them and the strong sense of community that exists on the 
Island. The relaxed lifestyle and sense of ease they enjoy living on GBI is also very appealing 
to them. Community respondents also appreciate the ‘beauty of the place’, and the freedom 
being geographically isolated afforded them.  

Table 5: Most attractive or appealing about GBI for the community (n=174) 
 Percent of respondents  

Pristine natural environment  84% 

Belonging and membership 47% 

Sense of ease 47% 

Beauty of the place 34% 

Geographically isolated 31% 

Lifestyle 31% 

Nostalgia 9% 

Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 

Community respondents described the pristine natural environment as ‘unspoilt’, ‘clean’, 
‘fresh’, ‘green’, ‘unpolluted’, ‘chemical free’ and ‘not over exploited’. One respondent 
describing it as the ‘classic New Zealand beach- bush environment’. Another commenting ‘95 % 
of us love poison-free, organic healthy living’. 

Comments reflected a strong sense of belonging to this ‘small interactive community’ and the 
importance of being part of it. Many comments were made about how ‘supportive’ the 
community is and the ‘friendliness of the local people’. Comments were also made about the 
‘independent spirit of the community’ and GBI’s ‘pioneering heritage’. The community’s links 
with ‘Whanau’ and ‘Tangata whenua’ were also commented on. 

Community respondents are very struck by the physical and natural ‘beauty of the place’ and 
GBI’s uniqueness. Adjectives used to describe this beauty include ‘stunning’, ‘natural’ 
‘untouched’, ‘clean’, ‘fresh’, ‘spiritual’, and ‘wild’.  

The remoteness of the Island is very appealing to community respondents who embrace being 
‘isolated’, ‘off the grid’ and ‘apart from rest of the world’. One respondent commented that 
‘the land is not subordinate to people’. 
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GBI also offers a unique ‘lifestyle’ according to community respondents which is ‘relaxed’, 
‘slow paced’, ‘uncluttered’, and is a ‘unique respite from city life’. Many comments were 
made about the sense of ‘freedom’ living on the Island brings to people and that it is ‘brilliant 
for children’ with plenty of room in a ‘safe’ environment. The Island lifestyle also helps to 
promote ‘independence’, ‘creative activities’ and ‘self-reliance’. 

Special mention was made of the nostalgia that being on GBI brings to people with comments 
like ‘stepping back in time’, ‘the simple way of life’, and ‘like time has stood still’. One 
respondent commented that GBI is ‘like New Zealand was 30 years ago’ with another saying 
there is a ‘1950’s feel to the Island’. There was also a comment acknowledging how things 
have moved on, if not slowly – ‘nothing seems to change but sometimes it does e.g. sealed 
roads’. 

Community respondents were also asked about the least appealing aspects about GBI for 
them. Again there was a good response with 174 respondents offering feedback (Table 6).The 
following themes emerged from the comments:  

The majority of comments about the less appealing aspects about GBI for respondents are 
issues within their local community (32%), accessibility to the Island and associated costs 
(26%), and the lack of infrastructure (23%). Other areas to be highlighted as being less 
appealing are social issues (21%) on the Island and the environmental degradation (21%) 
observed by the local community. 

Table 6: Least attractive or appealing about GBI for the community (n=174) 

 Percentage of respondents 

Local community 32% 

Transportation 26% 

Infrastructure 23% 

Social issues 21% 

Environmental degradation 21% 

Local Governance 16% 

Tourists and visitors 14% 

Cost of living 9% 

Pests 9% 

Development 7% 

Physical environment 4% 

Note: Multiple response therefore total does not add to 100% 
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Respondents highlighted some of the less appealing aspects of living in a small community 
such as people with ‘vested interests’ and ‘rigid views’, the ‘small mindedness’ of some, and 
the local ‘gossip’. As one respondent commented – ‘the diversity within our community 
makes it difficult to make community decisions and progress’. 

References were made about people who are ‘anti-progress’ with others commenting about 
some residents ‘not being welcoming to visitors’, and the ‘rudeness of retail staff’. Others 
noted the lack of ‘customer service’ they received especially when dealing with some of the 
‘local tradies who never call back’.  

Transportation and accessibility to the Island remains one of the less appealing aspects for 
people living on GBI. Comments were made about the expense of getting to and from GBI 
both by ferry or plane. The ‘lack of competition’ in terms of the ferry service is of concern 
with one respondent referring to the current situation as a ‘monopoly’. Others commented 
about wanting more flights/ ferries services in the summer. The issue of no regular public 
transport on the Island was also raised. 

Community respondents feel the lack of infrastructure does impact on them with the main 
issues being the ‘state’ of some of the roads on the Island, and the’ limited internet’ and 
‘telephone/mobile coverage’. Other comments included having no secondary school, no bank, 
and lack of rental housing. One respondent mentioned about ‘DOC's lack of funding to 
administer 70% of the Island’. 

There are some social issues on GBI which are of concern to the community mainly around 
problems with alcohol and drug use with comments such as ‘dependence on alcohol as a form 
of socialization’ and ‘seemingly increasing serious drug usage’. 

Limited employment opportunities especially for the youth, and reliance on seasonal work 
for a living wage is another social issue for the community. These create problems as reflected 
in the comments below: 

Economic difficulty for large group of islanders 

Youth petty crime and anti-social behaviour  

Environmental degradation is an aspect community respondents do not like to see happening 
on GBI. Comments about the use of chemicals/ poisons or other weed issues include: 

Round-up spraying on berms and roadsides, so last century 

Excess of poisonous sprays, baits etc. being laid 

The impact of pollution on GBI has also been felt as reflected in comments below: 

How in 20yrs the Island has been degraded 

Can’t swim on polluted beaches. Regular green sand 

Issues associated with visitors to GBI especially in the high season, both on the Island’s 
environment and the surrounding water is also a problem for the local community: 

Xmas tourists and unsafe roads/ litter/ noise 
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Visitors who clean fish and scallops in the bay and dump the remains in the water 

Other environmental issues to be commented on by respondents was the presence of the 
quarry at Medlands and how it was the ‘defacing of the environment’, and pests on the Island 
(9%) especially rats and feral animals. 

Local governance (16%) and the relationship with Auckland Council is an area where some of 
the community respondents are clearly frustrated about, especially the apparent lack of 
strategic planning for the future. Comments include: 

Lack of strategic planning and this applies to the past 40 years 

Auckland City applying too many rules and city laws 

Auckland Council's centralised viewpoint on planning 

Unnecessary bureaucratic rules prevent kiwi ingenuity and island progress / life style 

A section of the community respondents did not find having tourists/visitors on the Island 
especially over summer as very appealing (14%). These respondents used terms to describe 
visitors as people ‘who spoil the quiet life’, ‘unrealistic visitors’, ‘noisy holiday neighbours’ and 
as ‘townies taking over’. 

The cost of living on an island like GBI is always going to be one of the less appealing aspects 
of living there (9%). Comments were made about the price of goods and services, freight, 
building costs and fuel as reflected in the quotes below: 

The cost of items in the shop/s and petrol...overpriced?! 

All fish and meat must come from the Mainland for resale 

Insane shop and petrol station price gouging 

Price of freight on boat 

Signs of development (7%) on the Island such as ‘subdivision of small land holdings’ and 
‘commercialisation’ is of concern to community respondents with comments such as it’s 
‘turning in to the same as everywhere else’ and that the ‘Barrier is becoming like Waiheke’.  

Attitudes towards the Visitor industry  

All respondents were asked to respond to a number of statements about the impacts of 
visitors to GBI on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (Figure 38). 

The majority of respondents agree that visitors are good for the Island’s economy (4.2 out of 
5).  Business respondents agree strongly about the positive effects of visitors to the Island as 
both a source of income and employment (4.0) and also for generating employment 
opportunities for residents (4.2 out of 5). The non-business owning community respondents 
(4.1) feel stronger about having a break from the large numbers of visitors coming to GBI in 
the summer compared to their business owning counterparts (3.9). 
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Both groupings of respondents show some degree of agreement with the statement that 
‘things get overcrowded during the summer’ due to visitors however far fewer agree with the 
statement that visitors cause environmental harm. There is also a low level of agreement with 
the statement that their ‘community offers a warm welcome to visitors’ and also that 
increasing visitor numbers to GBI leads to improved public facilities and services. 

Figure 38: Community and business level of agreement with statements about the impact of visitors 
to GBI (C=128-131; B=40-42) 
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Impact of visitors to the Island  

Respondents are asked to describe the impact of visitors to the Island on their quality of life, 
using a scale of 1 - very negative to 5 - very positive. Over half (54%) of business respondents 
feel visitors have a positive impact on their quality of life (Figure 39). For the community 
respondents, over a third (35%) feel positively about visitors, with a further 44% being neutral 
about the impact of visitors on their quality of life. Over a fifth of community and a quarter of 
businesses feel tourism has a negative impact on quality of life. 

Figure 39: The impact of visitors to the Island on respondent’s quality of life (C=131; B=41) 

 

Promotion of GBI - sharing local experiences 

Over half of all respondents would like to see GBI promoted to attract more visitors with 
slightly more business respondents in favour (Figure 40).  

Figure 40: Should Great Barrier Island be promoted to attract more visitors (C=126; B=41) 
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The main reasons given by community respondents who support promoting GBI to attract 
more visitors is for the economic growth and the development it could potentially bring (Table 
7).  

Table 7: Reasons given for promoting GBI to attract more visitors (n=77) 

    Percentage of respondents 

Economic growth and development  43% 

Attract the right type of visitors 18% 

Well managed 16% 

The place – GBI 13% 

Off peak destination 12% 

For some bringing more visitors to GBI is seen as a way to not only support the Island’s 
economy but also to improve local infrastructure which benefit everyone. Comments include: 

We need economic activity to provide a living wage for the younger people on the 
Island 

Improving quality of services will benefit locals and visitors will drive the economy 

For the growth of the island. GBI is not sustainable with the current population alone 

To make the island a more sustainable place to live for everyone, make transport more 
affordable, etc. 

Respondents emphasised that it is important to attract the right type of visitor to GBI: 

We need higher spending visitors, not yachties or bach owners who bring everything 
with them 

Selectively go for the niches (astronomers, birdwatchers etc.) 

Target group should be high end.  Less visitors more spend into the local economy 

I think it should be promoted to a value add tourist segment compatible with our off 
the grid way of life 

The impact of visitors to GBI needs to be well-managed with the Island’s capacity to handle 
more visitor numbers a key limiting factor. Comments included: 

We need to ensure our tourism is low impact sustainable and eco-sensitive and 
managed well by our local community 

Only once it is known how many people the Barrier can cope with ensuring the guests 
get a good experience that does not stress the sea, land, water  

Respondents wanted to attract more visitors in order to ‘show off’ GBI and its ‘great life style’ 
with one commenting ‘why not attract more visitors, it’s a beautiful place and should be 
shared’. 
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Promoting GBI as an off peak destination is seen as one way to achieve a balance between 
increased visitor numbers and related impacts on residents and the Island: 

I think we have plenty of visitors in the peak 3 to 4 weeks from Boxing Day but could 
do with attracting people to the Island outside that time 

It would be wonderful to have people come and share the island in the shoulder 
season, this would help prevent summer workers going on benefits over winter 

Reasons given for not promoting GBI (Table 8) tend to focus on issues of carrying capacity:  

Seems to be at or close to capacity now. So why go looking for more and fill up too 
much spoiling the peacefulness of the Island 

Concerns about the ability of the local infrastructure to cope were also raised: 

 The Barrier is already at capacity re tourism infrastructure - we need time to assess 
recent development of Dark Sky tourist initiative before generating more attractions 

Table 8: Reasons given for not promoting GBI to attract more visitors (n=75) 

 Percentage of respondents 

Enough visitors 36% 

Lose the sense of place 32% 

Environmental impact 12% 

Visitors come even without promotion 12% 

Local resources 8% 

 

Nearly a third of community respondents are concerned GBI will lose its unique ‘sense of 
place’ if more visitors arrive and are also concerned about impacts on the natural 
environment. Direct comparisons were made between GBI and what they have seen happen 
elsewhere as tourism numbers have grown. The sentiment that: ‘we don’t want to become a 
Waiheke Island’ was one that was often raised. 

Some respondents felt that the ‘right visitors will find Great Barrier themselves without it 
being promoted’. With one respondent commenting: 

 I'd rather people who came here wanted to be here, rather than sold the idea of 
coming here by some advertising scheme 

Of those respondents who support GBI being promoted to attract more visitors the majority 
would like to see the outdoor activities being highlighted. Suggested activities include visiting 
the local beaches like Gooseberry Flat, Medlands and Awana; walking/tramping especially the 
Aotea Track; going to the Kaitoke hot springs, and climbing Mt Hobson. Promoting the Dark 
Sky Sanctuary status was also suggested. 
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When asked what type of visitor experience they would like to see developed (or further 
developed) on the Island over 80% of all respondents suggested nature based activities 
(Figure 41). Business respondents (77%) would like to see further development of ‘star gazing’ 
linked to the Dark Sky Sanctuary initiative on the Island, with non-business community 
respondents more interested in developing outdoor adventure activities (65%). The 
development of visitor experiences around local heritage and culture is also favoured by 
business respondents (59%). 

Figure 41: The kind of visitor experiences respondents would like to see developed (or further 
developed) on the Island (C=122; B= 39)   

 
Note: Multiple response questions, the total figures will be not 100%. 

 

When asked if there a particular type of visitor that they would like to see encouraged to 
come to GBI a fairly united voice merged – low impact/high yield visitors who ‘appreciate the 
Island's scenic attractions and outdoor activities’ and are also interested in exploring GBI’s 
culture, heritage and ‘local way of life’. Comments emphasising this point include: 

Visitors that contribute to and really love our unique environment 

Visitors who are going to spend money here to support our local economy 

People who are prepared to live off the grid and seek a low profile, low tech, 
experience 

People who travel as individuals who are more likely to interact with locals and 
contribute versus packaged tours which may only benefit tour operators 
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Over half (54%) of the community (non-business owners) would like to see numbers of visitors 
remain ‘about the same’ as they are now over the next 5 years, with just over a third (36%) 
wanting more. (Figure 42). Members of the community who operate a business are fairly 
evenly split about maintaining the current number of visitors (42%) or increasing this over the 
next five years (46%). Slightly more business owners (12%) than community (9%) want to see 
a reduction in visitor numbers in the future. 

Figure 42: In the next 5 years what would you like to see in terms of visitor numbers? (C=127; B=41) 

 
 

Links to the visitor industry and business networks/ collaboration   

Business respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement on four statements 
about links to the visitor industry and business networks/ collaboration on a scale of 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (Figure 43). Businesses agree that the local economy 
depends heavily on the visitor industry and that the business sector is supportive of the 
industry (3.8 out of 5).  

The lower mean scores for both statements about local business networks/ collaboration 
(Figure 43) show respondents only somewhat agree that businesses work well together and 
the local associations/networks are of benefit to their business. 
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Figure 43: Levels of agreement with statements about local networks/collaborations (n=38) 

 

Business respondents were asked how much they agree with a series of statements about the 
visitor industry to GBI are on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (Figure 44). 

Increasing visitor spend (mean 3.9) gained the highest level of agreement as did the need to 
better understand the importance of visitors to the local economy (3.7). Respondents tended 
to agree more about attracting domestic visitors to the Island (3.5) rather than international 
visitors or other Aucklanders. Respondents see the opportunity for more networking amongst 
local businesses of lesser importance at 3.4 out of 5. Of least importance to respondents is 
increasing visitor numbers to the Island with a mean of 3 out of 5 (Figure 44). 

Figure 44: Priorities for the visitor industry: How important businesses believe each statement is for 
GBI (n=40) 
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The majority (73%) of business respondents are confident that their business will do well in 
the coming year (Figure 45). Twenty percent are neutral/unsure with only 7% not as confident 
about the coming year. 

Figure 45: Business confidence levels over the next 12 month (n=40） 

 

 

Conclusions:  

This report provides a broad summary of the data from the 2017 Great Barrier Island Visitor 
and Community Surveys (October-December). It must be remembered that the data are 
drawn from the low/shoulder tourist season and do not represent the ‘high season’. The 
numbers of responses are still relatively limited for the visitor survey but will grow over the 
high season months.  

Despite the above caveats, the data presented in this report does reveal a number of 
important themes that are worthy of further examination and deliberation as the strategy 
development process progresses. Some of the key themes to emerge from the data include: 

A need for improvements in infrastructure (roading, water etc.) and a clear understanding of 
the links between increased tourism and future infrastructure development. 

A need to provide increased visitor information both on island and before arrival – especially 
in areas such as culture, heritage and ‘everyday life’. 

A need to enhance the ‘dark sky’ dimension of the GBI experience and to leverage more 
effectively from this development.  

The importance of maintaining regular and cost-effective transport links and perhaps trying 
to build further competition on routes to the Island. 
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The community is clearly aware that tourism is a significant part of the local economy and 
future of Great Barrier Island, but there is a clear sense that it could do more for local income 
and job creation. 

The value in pursuing a yield, rather than arrivals, based approach to industry development. 
This means attracting the ‘right’ kind of visitor to assist in reaching economic development 
goals and creating a sustainable industry that does not degrade the environmental and 
community resources upon which it depends. 

There is room to increase visitor spend on Island and also what flows to the Island from pre-
paid activities. In order to increase spend it will be important to look to develop new products 
and experiences and to enhance the standard of service on offer in existing products.  

The only way to sustainably develop yield is to improve the quality of the visitor experience 
and ALSO that of the local community – ‘if tourism works for community then community will 
work for tourism’. 

It is clear that both locals and visitors do not want to see untrammelled growth of the industry. 
It is vital that visitor numbers be managed within the constraints of local resource availability 
and that the pressures of seasonality be accounted for. It is important that GBI does not 
become another ‘Waiheke’ and that community have a role to play in future development. 
Such an approach will also help to enhance and protect the unique features and sense of 
place that characterise Great Barrier. 
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