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CATEGORISATION OF PROTECTED AREAS 
 

Purpose of this document Outline and compare categories of protected areas to assist in 
discussion on re-categorisation of stewardship land  

Contents A Categories of protected areas.  The categorisation trees in this 
section illustrate the sub-divisions of protected area categories 
covered in this document. 

B. Comparison tables.  This section is organised to draw out the key 
similarities and contrasts between the different subdivisions of 
protected area status. 

A. CATEGORIES OF PROTECTED AREA 
 
 RESERVES ACT 

 
NATIONAL PARKS ACT 
 

 Status: 
 
 
  
 
 Class: 
 
 
 
 Type: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Overlay: 
 
 Note: 1  Reserves awaiting classification (s.16(6) of the Act) may have purposes not reflected in 

this scheme. 
 2  Under s.19(1)(a) of the Act. 
 3  Under s.19(1)(b) of the Act. 

 Status: 
 
 
  
 
 Class: 
 
 
 
 Note: 1 Not all parts of a national park will be further subdivided from status. 

Reserves 1 

Recreation Historic Scenic Nature Scientific Govt. 
Purpose 

Local 
Purpose 

Racecourse Scenic2 
A 

Scenic3 
B 

Specified 
Purpose(s) 

Specified 
Purpose(s) 

National 
Reserve 

Wilderness 
Area 

National Park1 

Specially 
Protected 

Area 

Wilderness 
Area 

Amenities 
Area 
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CONSERVATION ACT 
 

 
 WILDLIFE ACT 
 

 

 
 Status: 
 
 
  
 
 Class: 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 Type: 
 
 
  
 
 
 Overlay: 
 
 Note: 1  Includes areas “deemed to be managed for stewardship purposes” (s.62 of the Act) 
 2 Includes areas “deemed to be” specially protected areas (s.61 of the Act)  

 
 Status: 
 
 
  
 
 Class  
 or overlay1 
 
 
 Note: 1  e.g. the overlay may be over a protected area with a different status.  

Conservation Area 

Wildlife Area 

Stewardship 
Area1 

Conservation 
Park 

Wildlife 
Sanctuary 

Ecological 
Area 

Sanctuary 
Area 

Wilderness 
Area 

Specially 
Protected 

Area2 

Watercourse 
Area 

Wildlife 
Refuge 

Marginal 
Strip 

Amenity 
Area 

Wildlife 
Management 

Reserve 

Wildlife 
Area 

Any of the above types when 
overlying  another 
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Section B 
 
COMPARISON OF PROTECTED AREA CATEGORIES 
Sub-section B1 
 
FACTORS USED IN COMPARISON TABLES 
 
 
Purpose 

This is the broad primary purpose of each category of protected area. 
 
Where the purpose is defined in statute, the section of the Act is 
mentioned, and the statutory provision is paraphrased in the statement. 
 
Where there is no definition from a statutory source one has been 
specified for the purpose of this Manual.  In the case of national park 
classes the purpose is based on general policy. 

 
Objectives of 
management 

Under this factor the general management objectives for the category of 
protected area are described.  It does not describe specific site 
management objectives for particular protected areas.  These may be 
found in statutory planning documents (e.g. CMP or CMS) 
 
When the management objectives are defined in statute the section of 
the Act is mentioned, and the statutory provision is paraphrased in the 
table.  

 
Guidance for selection 

Under this factor we the range of key qualities that are looked for in the 
category of protected area are described. 

 
Organisational 
responsibility 
 

Under this factor we describe the ownership and management 
responsibility, provided for in statute, which are relevant to each 
category of protected area. 
 
“Ownership” may involve a fee simple or leasehold estate. 
 
The formal “DOC” responsibility for a reserve without an administering 
body rests with the “Commissioner” (s.62 Reserves Act). 

Esplanade reserves Esplanade reserves are managed under the Reserves Act 1977 along 
with other types of local purpose reserve. 

Some were created under and their primary purpose(s) is/are defined in 
the Resource Management Act 1991. The reference to the RMA for 
objectives of management is therefore outside the normal framework of 
the Tables but is relevant to the management objectives for those areas. 

You should note that some esplanade reserves were created prior to 
1991 and their primary purpose(s) is/are defined in legislation which is 
now repealed (e.g. s.289 and s.306 (4) Local Government Act 1974). For 
the sake of limiting the size of the relevant column in the table these 
purposes have not been described. 
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Sub-section B2 
 
COMPARISON TABLES 
 
Overview  
 
Introduction 

 
The tables are organised for ease of comparison at a national level to 
show up similarities or contrasts.  [See sub-section B1 for an explanation 
of the factors used.] 

If you want to make a different set of comparisons a photocopy of the 
tables can be cut up to allow other groupings for that purpose or a soft 
copy of the document can be made for computerised “cut” and “paste”. 
 

 
Other factors 

 
When determining the appropriate categorisation of an area you may also 
want to take into account other provisions in the Acts applicable to the 
categories.  They are not all set out in the tables (e.g. ability to grant 
concessions, regulatory provisions, the means of controlling or restricting 
use, the ease of changing or uplifting the category of protected area in the 
future etc). 

 
In this section 

 
In the tables that follow we have covered the following groupings of 
protected area categories. 

[These tables are not intended to be a substitute for reading the 
statutory provisions in their fullness and contexts.] 

 

 Table Topic See Page 

 1. Marginal Strip, Esplanade Reserve, Watercourse 
Area. 

5 

 2. Nature Reserve, Sanctuary, National Park 
Specially Protected Area. 

7 

 3. Scientific Reserve & Ecological Area. 9 
 4. Scenic Reserve (natural), Stewardship Area, 

Wildlife Refuge, Wildlife Management Area or 
Reserve. 

10 

 5. Marine Reserve, Marine Mammal Sanctuary. 13 
 6. Recreation Reserve, Wilderness Area, 

Amenities/Amenity Area, Scenic Reserve 
(modified) 

14 

 7. National Park, Conservation Park, National 
Reserve 

17 

 8. Historic Reserve, Local Purpose Reserve, 
Government Purpose Reserve 

20 
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MARINE RESERVES ACT 1971 MARINE MAMMAL ACT 1978 

Marine Reserve Marine Mammal Sanctuary 

Purpose (s.3) 
Area of seabed (or seabed and foreshore) and the 
water above it possessing distinctive, typical, 
beautiful or unique marine life of national interest. 

Purpose 8 
Area of land (or land and water, including foreshore, 
seabed, or waters of the sea) suitable to protect 
marine mammals against threat from human 
activities. 

Objectives of Management (s.3) 
 manage for the scientific study of marine life; 
 preserve the natural state as far as possible; 
 preserve and protect the marine life as far as 

possible; 
 allow the public freedom of access and entry 

subject to conditions and restrictions necessary 
for the preservation of marine life or the welfare 
in general of marine reserves so that the public 
may enjoy in full measure the opportunity to 
study, observe and record marine life in its 
natural habitat; 

 maintain any right of access to or upon the 
foreshore or any right of navigation as far as 
possible (s.23). 

Objectives of Management 
 defined and declared for each sanctuary when 

established (s.22) 

Guidance for Selection 
 area to be suitable for scientific study of marine 

life and benefit of the public (s.5(9)) 

Guidance for Selection 
 where there is an established threat to marine 

mammals, particularly breeding areas for 
threatened or endangered species; 

 where the proposed sanctuary area is readily 
defined and is a vital habitat for the species; 

 where management objectives can be achieved 
through development and enforcement of 
regulations to address and mitigate the threat. 

Organisational Responsibility 
 land of the Crown; 9 
 administered by DOC (s.59) 

Organisational Responsibility 
 owned or vested in, or land of, the Crown; 
 administered by DOC (s.3A). 

Nearest IUCN Category 
1a : Strict Nature Reserve; 
 protected area managed mainly for science. 

Nearest IUCN Category 
IV : Habitat/Species Management Area : managed 
mainly for conservation through management 
intervention. 

 
 

 
8 Any area held under the National Parks Act 1980 or the Reserves Act 1977 or the Marine Reserves Act 1971 is excluded from being 

classified in this category. 
9 Refer to s.9A Foreshore and Seabed Endowment Act 1991. 
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Section C 
 
QUICK REFERENCE FOR SELECTING AMONG PROTECTED AREA CATEGORIES 
 
Overview 
 
 
Introduction 

 
This section draws on the information compiled in the preceding Sections to 
help you recommend the most appropriate category for an area or short-list 
possible options (in conjunction with use of the procedure in Chapter 2). 
 

 
In this section 

 
This Section provides a quick-pick table ranking the primary and secondary 
values of the various categories of protected area, along with explanatory 
text. 
 
It does not, however, list categories that are unrelated to conservation or 
recreation. 
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CONSERVATION VALUES AND PROTECTED AREA CATEGORIES 
 
 
Background 

Through the Conservation Act 1987 the management of conservation 
areas was integrated under the concept of “conservation”, meaning the 
preservation and protection of natural and historic resources for the 
purpose of maintaining their intrinsic values, providing for their 
recreational enjoyment by the public, and safeguarding the options of 
future generations. 
 
Some other categories of protected area are also dedicated to 
preservation and protection of certain natural resources (e.g. scenic 
reserve) or historic resources (e.g. historic reserve). 
 
Others again are dedicated to non-conservation purposes. 
 
Only recreation and conservation-related purposes are featured in this 
Section. 
 

 
Purposes of protected 
areas 

 
The resources of protected areas are managed for a range of primary and 
secondary purposes, the finer detail of which is set out in sub-Section 7-
B2. 
 
In this Section these purposes are generalised according to the key values 
(relevant to resources) which attach to the various categories. 
 

 
Values and codes 

 
This table illustrates the values and codes used in the Relationships matrix 
for natural and historic resources (see later in this Section). 
 
Table 1 

Resource Conservation/Recreation Value Code 

Natural Intrinsic (ecological/species) 

Recreational 

Scientific 

Sustainable Harvest 

N1 

N2 

N3 

N4 

Historic Spiritual/Cultural 

Recreational 

Scientific 

Sustainable Harvest 

H1 

H2 

H3 

H4 
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Sustainable harvest 

Allowing for uses such as the taking of sports fish and game (where their 
habitat is included in a protected area) may be a factor in determining what 
category is the best one for some protected areas. 
 
You should note, however, that some form of sustainable harvest may still 
be legally possible in a category of protected area even though protecting 
that value is not a primary or secondary purpose provided for in sub-section 
B2.   
 
For example, the Director-General may authorise any person to take any 
plant from a conservation area if it is to be used for traditional Maori 
purposes (s.30(2) Conservation Act). 
 

 
Ranking and codes 

This table illustrates the codes and ranking used in the relationship matrix 
on page 33. 
 
Table 2 

Code Ranking Meaning 

A Primary value(s) 

AA Optional primary value  

B Secondary value 

- Not applicable 
  
 
Definition 

 
An optional value is one where the category allows one or other value to be 
primary.  For example, a national park specially protected area may protect 
either natural or historic resources as a primary value. 
 

 
 
Relationships 

 
The relationships between conservation values and protected area categories are 
illustrated in matrix form in the table below.  See Table 1 for the meaning of the 
numbers; see Table 2 for the meaning of the letters.  This is Table 3. 
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Status Category Options Ranking of Primary and Secondary Values 

  Natural Historic 
Nat. Pk Uncategorised A B A - A B - - 
 Specially protected AA - - - AA - - - 
 Wilderness area B A B - - - - - 
 Amenities Area - A - - - - - - 
          
Reserve Recreation B A B - - - B - 
 Historic B B B - A B B - 
 Scenic Nat. A B B - - - B - 
 Scenic Mod. A B B - - - B - 
 Nature A - A - - - B - 
 Scientific B - A - B - - - 
 GP Wildlife         
 -  sanctuary A - A - B - - - 
 -  refuge A - B - B - - - 
 -  management A A B B B - - - 
 LP Esplanade A A - - B - - - 
Cons. 
Area 

Stewardship A - - - A - - - 

 Ecological B B A - - - - - 
 Sanctuary AA - AA - - - - - 
 Wilderness B A B - - - - - 
 Marginal Strip A A - - - - - - 
 Watercourse A A - - - - - - 
 Amenity Area A B - - B B - - 
 Conservation Park A B - - A B - - 
          
Wildlife 
Area 

Sanctuary AA - AA - - - - - 

 Refuge A - B - - - - - 
 Management A A B B - - - - 
          
Marine 
Res. 

 B B A - - - - - 

          
Marine 
Mam. 
Sanctuary 

  
A 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

   - - - - - - - 
  

 
Values: 
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