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Project location   
   

 
Image 1: Map showing the location of Lake Onslow, with the Mata-au/Clutha River visible to the west and southwest 
of the lake 

 

Key messages 
 

1. This briefing seeks your initial decisions on an application from Clutha Pumped Hydro 

Consortium Limited (the applicant) to refer the Clutha Pumped Hydro project (the project) 

under the Fast-track Approvals Act 2024 (the Act) to the fast-track approvals process.  

2. At this stage you can either decline an application for the reasons set out section 21, or 

provide the application to, and invite comments from, the parties identified in section 17. 

If you do not decline the application, you will receive a further briefing following receipt of 

comments, to support your final decision on whether to refer the project. 

3. The project is to construct and operate a large pumped hydro energy scheme at Lake 

Onslow in Central Otago. The enlarged Lake Onslow would serve as a battery by storing 

sufficient water to enable generation of up to 1,000 megawatts (MW) for approximately 

six months, producing around 4,000 gigawatt-hours (GWh) of electricity. 

4. The concept underpinning the project is not new. In 2020, the NZ Battery Project1 was 

established to investigate large-scale renewable energy storage options to support 

security of supply during extended periods of low hydro inflows. A pumped hydro scheme 

at Lake Onslow was one of the options examined through that programme. The current 

application reflects a continuation of that earlier concept, now progressed by a private 

 
1 NZ Battery Project | Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment 



  

3 
 

consortium.  

5. The applicant has indicated that, as this is a private sector proposal, the financial 

modelling required to secure potential investment will be undertaken by the applicant at a 

later stage.  

6. The project area encompasses multiple sites covering an area of approximately 290km2 

surrounding Lake Onslow in the Central Otago District of the Otago Region, including the 

Mata-au/Clutha River Valley, the Teviot Valley, and their associated river margins. A table 

of the titles relevant to the project area is included in Attachment 2 of the application. A 

map illustrating the project area (with tunnel options and landowners) is included in 

Attachment 2B. 

7. The project involves: 

a. creating an upper reservoir by enlarging Lake Onslow to store water for energy 

generation when required, with a new minimum operating level of 730 metres 

above sea level and a maximum operating level of 769 metres (current lake level 

is approximately 684 metres) 

b. inundating approximately 7,100 hectares of land 

c. constructing a new dam on the Te Awa Makarara/Teviot River to increase the 

size and storage capacity of Lake Onslow 

d. building structures to harvest water from the Mata-au/Clutha River and return 

water to the river 

e. constructing a buffer reservoir adjacent to the Mata-au/Clutha River to store 

water for pumping 

f. installing intake and outlet structures within Lake Onslow to transfer water 

between Lake Onslow and the buffer reservoir 

g. installing intake and outlet structures within the buffer reservoir to connect water 

between the buffer reservoir and the powerhouse 

h. constructing underground tunnels (waterways) to transfer water between the 

buffer reservoir and the powerhouse, and between the powerhouse and Lake 

Onslow 

i. constructing an underground powerhouse to connect the upper and lower water 

sources, generate electricity as water flows from Lake Onslow to the buffer 

reservoir and the Mata-au/Clutha River, and pump water back to Lake Onslow 

j. providing supporting infrastructure for construction and operation, including 

roading, concrete plant, construction equipment, accommodation, transmission 

lines (excluding grid connection, which will be addressed separately), relocation 

of existing infrastructure as required, and water supply systems. 

8. The applicant has identified that the project may trigger two prohibited activities under the 

Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA). Both potential prohibited activities would be 

under the operative Otago Regional Water Plan (August 2025), specifically Rule 12.C.0.3 

and 13.6.1.1. Rule 12.C.0.3 relates to discharges of sediment from disturbed land into 

lakes, rivers, Regionally Significant Wetlands, or connected drains without mitigation 

measures, while Rule 13.6.1.1 prohibits introducing certain pest plant material into the 

bed or water of these water bodies.  

9. The applicant has sought approval for these prohibited activities at the referral stage as a 
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precaution, noting that further detailed investigations prior to any substantive application 

will determine their relevance to the project. 

10. If you agree to progress the project to our Stage 2 analysis, the next briefing will require 

you to consider whether to decline the referral application on the basis that it may involve 

prohibited activities. This is a potential reason you may decline a referral application under 

section 21(5) of the Act. However, we note section 21(7) of the Act explicitly states that 

the presence of a prohibited activity does not, in itself, prevent you from accepting a 

referral application.  

11. The applicant seeks the following approvals under specified Acts to authorise the project:  

a. resource consents under the RMA (potentially including prohibited activities) 

b. concessions under the Conservation Act 1987  

c. a land exchange  

d. an approval or a dispensation that would otherwise be applied for under 

regulation 42 or 43 of the Freshwater Fisheries Regulations 1983 in respect of a 

complex freshwater fisheries activity 

e. approvals under the Reserves Act 1977  

f. wildlife approvals under the Wildlife Act 1953  

g. archaeological authorities under the Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act 

2014. 

12. We have undertaken initial analysis of the referral application, and this is presented along 

with our considerations and recommendations in Table A. 

13. We have decided the application is complete and complies with section 14 of the Act, as 

the application complies with section 13 requirements, may be capable of satisfying the 

criteria in section 22 and does not appear to involve an ineligible activity. The applicable 

fee and levy have been paid. 

14. We recommend you progress consideration of the referral application to the next stage of 

analysis (Stage 2) and invite written comments from the parties prescribed in section 17(1) 

of the Act being:  

a. Central Otago District Council (CODC) and Otago Regional Council (ORC) as the 

relevant local authorities 

b. the Minister for the Environment and the other relevant portfolio Ministers 

c. Ministry for the Environment, Department of Conservation (DOC), and Heritage 

New Zealand Pouhere Taonga as the relevant administering agencies 

d. the Māori groups referred to in section 18(2), as listed in Appendix 3. 

15. As the project area includes public conservation land, we note you must obtain a report 

from the Director-General of Conservation in accordance with section 19(1) of the Act.  

16. We recommend that, under section 20, you seek further information from DOC in their 

role as the relevant administering agency, as detailed in Table A. The further information 

will confirm whether the reserve subject to the proposed land exchange is managed by 

DOC, which would verify that an assessment under section 22(4) is not required for the 

project. 

17. Section 22(4) of the Act applies when the proposed approvals for a project include a land 
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exchange and the land to be exchanged by the Crown is a Crown-owned reserve 

managed by someone other than the DOC. In these circumstances, you must consider 

the impact of the proposed land exchange on the person or persons responsible for 

managing that Crown-owned reserve. We note the applicant considers the reserve is 

managed by DOC. If DOC responds that the reserve is managed by someone other than 

DOC, we will reassess the project against the relevant sections of the Act (including 

section 22(4)) in our Stage 2 analysis. 

Other parties to be invited under section 17(5) 

18. We recommend that you invite written comments from the following parties as additional 

persons under section 17(5) of the Act. We have outlined the rationale for including each 

party. We note most have been identified by the applicant as individuals or groups likely 

to be affected by the project. 

19. The applicant identifies that Land Information New Zealand (LINZ) is the owner of 

underlying interests in two pastoral leases within the project area and as such, separate 

approval may be required from LINZ on behalf of the Commissioner of Crown Lands. For 

this reason, we recommend the Chief Executive of LINZ be invited to comment. 

20. The Chief Executive of Transpower New Zealand Limited, as although the current 

application does not seek consent for delivering power to the Transpower National Grid, 

this is likely to follow if approvals are granted, and additional consents or approvals may 

be required. 

21. The Chief Executives of Contact Energy Limited, Aurora Energy, and Pioneer Energy 

Renewables as the applicant has identified these infrastructure companies as the holders 

of existing legal interests over several sites within the project area. 

22. The Minister for the South Island because the project represents a significant hydro 

energy scheme with implications for energy supply and infrastructure investment in the 

wider South Island. 

 

Action sought 
 

23. Please indicate your decisions on the recommendations in Table A. 

 

Signature 
 

 

 
 

Ilana Miller 
General Manager – Investment Strategy and Operations 
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l. Agree to send the email to invite written comments from Ministers. Yes / No 

 

Signed: 

 

 

 

Hon Chris Bishop 

Minister for Infrastructure Date: 
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Appendix 1: Statutory framework summary 

 

1. You are the sole decision maker for referral applications. If you accept a referral 

application, then the whole or part of the project will be referred to the fast-track approvals 

process. 

2. If a Treaty settlement, the Marine and Coastal Area (Takutai Moana) Act 2011, the Ngā 

Rohe Moana o Ngā Hapū o Ngāti Porou Act 2019, a Mana Whakahono ā Rohe or a joint 

management agreement provides for consideration of any document or procedural 

requirements, you must, where relevant: 

a. give the document the same or equivalent effect through this process as it would 

have under any specified Act; and 

b. comply with any applicable procedural requirements. 

3. You must decline a referral application if: 

a. you are satisfied the project does not meet the referral criteria in s22 

b. you are satisfied the project involves an ineligible activity (s5) 

c. you consider you do not have adequate information to inform your decision. 

4. You may decline an application for any other reason, including those set out in s21(5) 

and even if the application meets the s22 referral criteria. 

5. You can decline an application before or after inviting comments under s 17(1). However, 

if comments have been sought and provided within the required time frame, you must 

consider them, along with the referral application, before deciding to decline the 

application. 

6. If you do not decline a referral application at this initial stage you must copy the application 

to, and invite written comments from: 

a. the relevant local authorities, 

b. the Minister for the Environment and relevant portfolio Ministers 

c. the relevant administering agencies 

d. the Māori groups identified by the responsible agency 

e. the owners of Māori land in the project area: 

f. you may provide the application to and invite comments from any other person. 

7. You can request further information from an applicant, any relevant local authority or any 

relevant administering agency at any time before you decide to decline or accept a referral 

application (see section 20 of the Act). 

8. However, if further information has been sought and provided within the required time 

frame you must consider it, along with the referral application, before deciding to decline 

the application. 
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Appendix 2: Application documents for the Clutha Pumped Hydro project: (in 

File Exchange) 

 

  






