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Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Helen Clark, Distinguished Guests including members of the Holden family, the Ruapuha Uekaha Hapu Trust, our friends at the Waikato Conservancy.  Your Worship the Mayors, Members of Parliament.
Ladies & Gentlemen

It is my pleasure on behalf of Tourism Holdings to welcome you all here today.  This is a very special day for THL, our Waitomo staff and community, the local Hapu, the Department of Conservation and the hundreds of people involved in the excavation and construction of this new attraction.

However for the Holden family this is a very, very special day.  Founded by James Holden Senior it has been the Holden family’s vision and dream to have Ruakuri opened for the enjoyment and viewing by thousands of international and New Zealand visitors.  

To Clare and Jimmy Holden and family we thank you for the opportunity to open this historical cave and sharing it with the world.
It is important to note that the word Ruakuri has been taken from the original Ruakuri cave, now the waahi tapu which is no longer available for public access.

For the Ruakuri Caves to be reopened there was major excavation of decades of rock, mud and fill.  As the original entrance was subject to a Waahi Tapu site a new entrance was established.  

This required the building of a 12 metre drum entrance in depth with a diameter of 10 metres.  Tourists will enjoy a leisurely walk down a suspended walkway of 180 metres accompanied by Maori singing. This unique experience will take the tourists    5-6 minutes before they enter the 22 metre tunnel which links to the Ruakuri Cave.

As the largest tourist cave development in Australasia it was designed to have minimum impact on the environment.  

You will marvel at the engineers and construction people ability to install 500 metres of steel, and in excess of 1000 cubic metres of concrete so unobtrusively.  

It is an outstanding engineering feat of marrying modern technology with “Mother Nature” and preserving the natural beauty of the cave.

THL is extremely proud of the achievements of their staff, our Engineers, Thorburn Consultants and Construction firm, Hawkins plus hundreds of other contractors.  Ruakuri will grow into a NZ attraction matching the appeal of its neighbouring Glowworm caves.  We are confident that it will attract new and more tourists to the area.

Tourism Holdings has over the past ten years played a major role in this region’s highly successful tourism growth and development.

Through THL’s investments in the four cave operations of:

· Waitomo Glowworm Cave

· Aranui Cave

· The Legendary Black Water Rafting

And now Ruakuri we not only have invested $21m but have really enjoyed the experience every step of the way.

We value and are proud of the working relationships we have with our staff, the Ruapuha Uekaha Hapu Trust, Waikato Conservancy and the local community.  

THL operates throughout the length and breath of NZ with major tourism investments in the Far North to the Far South.  I believe the relationship with the local Hapu and DoC is one of a harmonious, commercial and environmental enhancing partnership that is a model to use elsewhere throughout New Zealand.

Prime Minister, I will leave politics to you.  However this Waitomo region has minimal if any unemployment and crime.  Tourism offers to the rest of New Zealand, and particularly in rural and scenic areas, the same win-win opportunities as we have here today.  Your Government as others throughout the world have realised how important tourism is: 

· #1 Employer

· #1 Export earner

· #1 Contributor to the economy

So ‘Where to Next” for tourism in Waitomo.

In February 2004 THL hosted an evening focussing on “Where to Next” for Waitomo tourism.  THL is one of forty tourist operators in an area characterised by:

· Stunning rural landscape.

· World acclaimed limestone caves.

· Numerous activities and adventures that appeal in particular to eco-tourists.

· Warm and hospitable community.

· A social environment of predominately Maori with as previously stated has minimal unemployment and crime if any.

Initiatives discussed and advanced over the past two years have been:

1. Reopening of Ruakuri 

After $4m and 18 months of unique engineering and construction Ruakuri is now open and it is expected that it will attract 25,000 tourists in the first year of operation growing to 40,000 by 2008.

2. Waitomo Environment

Centred on the Waitomo Caves and Ruakuri Reserve the Waitomo Environment Fund has been established.  This is under the local trusteeships of the Waikato Conservator, Greg Martin who is Chairman, Clare Holden, Richard Jones, a Hapu member and THL’s Waitomo Manager, Robert Tahi.  They have identified an initial project to create an area within Ruakuri Reserve so that native species such as Kiwi and Wetas are able to be released in a secure and predator defensible environment. 

Whilst initial funding comes from the THL- BP Charitable Trust, local operators, through a tourism levy on ticket sales, will be encouraged to participate.  The THL-BP Charitable trust, derives income through a BP fuel rebate on fuel consumption by hirers of THL’s NZ 2,500 motorhomes and rental car fleet.  

Waitomo and the Ruakuri Environment Project is the first of four such THL sponsored environment projects which will be centred on the Bay of Islands where THL owns Fullers Bay of Islands to Fiordland where THL owns the cruising business of Milford Sound Red Boats.  And the fourth environment project will be marine oriented associated with THL’s Auckland based Kelly Tarlton's Underwater World and Antarctic Encounter.

3rd initiative - Waitomo Scholarship

THL and the Holden family established in 2004 the Ruakuri tourism scholarship.  

The purpose of which is to encourage young local people to undertake tourism tertiary study and then be obligated to return to Waitomo to bring back their skills, competencies and ideas to develop tourism in Waitomo.  This scholarship can be for a maximum of three years with an annual payment of $4,000, thus total value $12,000.

 We are delighted that the inaugural winner of the Ruakuri Scholarship is here today being Catherine Sinclair who is studying Tourism & Travel in Auckland.

4th Initiative - Accommodation 

The overriding need in Waitomo is to transform the area as a 10.30am to 2.30pm six month location to an all day all year round tourist destination.

In recent years there has been the building of a high quality backpacker lodge marketed as Kiwi Paka and owned by Malcolm and Treen Munro.  

This complements the Top 10 Holiday Park, owned by Bruce and Julie Tobeck which has been upgraded and extended as a motorhome / caravan / camping facility with chalets.

These investments have already seen a huge benefit to Waitomo of spreading the peaks of the day which makes for a more enjoyable and less congested tourist experience.  By overnighting the tourists are seeing more of the area, including beautiful native walk, such as the Natural Bridge,  provided by DoC free of charge.

Overnighting has huge appeal to eco-tourists as well as families.  There is so much to see and do in Waitomo in an affordable manner.

However to really advance Waitomo there is a need for a new or major upgrade of the Waitomo Hotel.  In this regard the Hapu Trust along with THL support have commissioned consultants to evaluate various options.  The prospect of an enhanced tourist hotel development for Waitomo is very exciting as part of the next stage of development for this region.

CLOSING

THL would like to thank everyone involved  in the construction of Ruakuri Cave and the formal blessing ceremony here two weeks ago and those that have assisted in today’s formal opening.  There are far too many, hundreds, to personally acknowledge.  

However as with politics you have to engage in risks and therefore I want to acknowledge the personal contributions of our staff, Robert Tahi, Van Watson, Josh Taylor who effectively lived underground for 15 months, consultant and visionary John Ash, Engineers Roger & Craig Thorburn and Martin Hansen and the Hawkins Construction team.

Prime Minister I am sure you will agree they have done an outstanding job and that Ruakuri is not only the Spiritual Journey that the Holdens dreamed of but it definitely has the “wow” factor.

INTRODUCE PRIME MINISTER

Prime Minister….. we are delighted you have been able to join us today and officially open this new, wonderful Waitomo cave experience which will become within three years New Zealand’s newest iconic tourist attraction.

The demands on you at this time leading into the elections are extreme …..which makes you being here that more special.

Apart from leading our country, and with no disrespect to Ministers of Tourism and Conservation, your high interest in marketing NZ tourism internationally and leading NZ conservation issues makes you truly the ideal person to reopen this historical cave.

Ladies & Gentlemen…..the Prime Minister of New Zealand, the Right Honourable Helen Clark.
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