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Catchment description 

The Buller catchment is in the North of the West Coast of the South Island, within the 
Buller District. Stretching from Punakaiki in the south to Karamea in the north, and inland 
to Springs Junction and Maruia, Buller is home to a population of just over 10,000. The 
main town in the Buller catchment is Westport, with other smaller towns further east of 
Reefton and Īnangahua Junction and Granity and Karamea to the north.  

Gold was discovered in the Buller River in the late 1850’s, starting a gold rush and the 
establishment of Westport. Gold eventually gave way to coal, and mining remains a 
dominant industry today. Recently the economic focus has shifted toward agriculture, 
horticulture, and tourism. However, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a detrimental effect 
on tourism numbers.  

Changes in employment are leading to population decline across the catchment. The 
overall student roll of the catchment is currently around 1,300 and this is forecast to be 
trending down over the next decade to around 1,100 students. This downward trend in 
population is due to changes in land use, particularly in the Karamea area, and closures 
in the mining and cement industries. Granity is also being impacted by rising sea levels 
and coastal erosion. 

The network includes two area schools, four urban schools and three small rural 
schools. 

What’s influencing the education system in this catchment? 

 Whānau are exercising choice   

 All schools in the catchment have surplus capacity, with the overall 
catchment operating at around 70% utilisation. Most students are attending 
their local school or are being transported to one of the two area schools at 
Murchison and Reefton. There is some degree of choice being exercised at 
primary schools in Westport. The effectiveness of the enrolment scheme at 
one school is being considered.  

 Currently there are no changes planned for schooling provision, as schools 
tend to be small but are essential in ensuring students have access to 
education across a distant and geographically challenging catchment. The 
last school to close in the catchment was Īnangahua Junction School in 
2018. 

 

 

 Leadership and governance 

 Like many, largely rural catchments across New Zealand, there is some 
difficulty attracting staff to the areas, particularly at sole teacher schools.  

 Karamea Area School has an acting principal, following the resignation of 
the principal and deputy, and a current LSM to assist with governance and 
recruitment. There are also challenges in getting enough members on 
boards in many smaller schools.  

 

 

Māori medium   

 Westport North School has three dedicated classrooms for Māori medium 
Education.  

 There is no secondary pathway available in this catchment. 
 

 Kāhui Ako 

 There are two Kāhui Ako represented in the Buller catchment – Buller and 
Top of the South Island (TOSI). The Buller Kāhui Ako has taken time to get 
up and running well. The TOSI Kāhui Ako has had issues in relation to 
leadership as well as challenges associated with long travel distances and 
times. 

 

 Learning support 

 We have experienced a number of issues around challenging behaviour in 
the Buller schools. Referrals are also coming from early childhood 
education. To support the response to these issues two Learning Support 
Coordinator positions are available for the area schools. 

 There are no Learning Support Coordinator (LSC) positions except in the 
TOSI schools.  

 We have seen an improvement around inclusivity and want to build on these 
strengths to support future improvements. There are some challenges 
around placing excluded students.  

 

Early childhood education 

 There are a variety of early learning services available in Westport, including 
one Kindergarten, two teacher-led private early childhood education 
services, and one Playcentre. There are also two home-based providers in 
the region. There is now only a playgroup at Karamea and one forming at 
Granity. 

 Many parents work in Westport and choose to take their children to early 
learning services and school in the town. There is a gap in early learning 
provision in Granity, with no early childhood education available in the town.  

 There is a private teacher-led full day early learning service in Reefton 
adjacent to Reefton Area School. 

 Recruiting staff is an ongoing issue in the smaller areas. 
 

Secondary-tertiary pathways 

 Buller High School offers a successful school-based trades academy. There 
are good connections between the high school and local employers. In other 
parts of the catchment, there are difficulties retaining students post school, 
particularly with a scarcity of employment opportunities. 

 

Here’s what is already underway to help us manage 
education provision in this catchment: 

  There is governance support being provided in some rural and isolated 
areas due to repercussions from vaccine mandates.  

 

 We see an opportunity to work with iwi, schools, and the community to co-
create the future of Māori medium provision in the area. The regional Māori 
medium plan currently under development will inform the direction and 
priorities of this work. 

 

 We are working with schools around better pathways and support for 
excluded students. 

 There is some transience in Westport, and Reefton. UBRS training is 
underway in Westport. 

 

 Karamea Area School is undergoing a major redevelopment of 90% of the 
school. Board owned houses will remain as other accommodation for staff is 
scarce.  

 Redevelopment and relocation of the school buildings for Granity School is 
being designed as a result of coastal inundation on the school site. 

 

 Routes were reviewed in 2021.  
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 Potential responses to shaping a stronger education system across the Buller catchment

 Network management  

 We intend to look more closely at the Buller catchment and the network of 
schools within it over the next few years while tracking population statistics.  

 We will consider options for managing the oversupply of teaching spaces for 
Westport North and Westport South schools, including a review of the 
enrolment scheme at Westport South. 

 

  Māori medium  

 There are no secondary Māori medium pathways available to students in the 
Buller catchment; and more generally, there is a lack of Māori medium 
provision in the catchment. This is clearly noted in our regional Māori 
medium plan and we will continue to work with schools and iwi on further 
provision.  

 

Early childhood education 

 Westport Kindergarten Association is looking to provide a teacher-led 
service in conjunction with Granity School to provide additional provision in 
the northern part of the catchment.  

 

 Learning support 

 We will continue to work with schools without a Learning Support Co-
ordinator around the support needed to meet the growing Learning Support 
needs of tamariki in the catchment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Buller Catchment Plan will meet the needs of New Zealand’s changing schooling 
network, benefiting between 1,100 – 1,200 learners/ākonga each year over the next 
decade to 2030. There are 9 schools/kura in the catchment. 

July 2021 Primary Composite Secondary Specialist Total 

Number of schools 6 2 1 0 9 

Total roll 723 246 314 0 1,283 

MME Level 1 & 2 0 0 0 0 0 

ORS-funded roll 8 2 3 0 13 

Māori roll 142 48 76 0 266 

Pacific roll 11 10 8 0 29 

 
 

 

Buller: Trending Down 
Education Network Plan 


