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This tour will take you through some of the 
Geo-Highlights of the Waitaki Valley, mostly along 

State Highway 83.

The roads are suitable for all kinds of vehicles.
Some of the stops involve walking on uneven trails, 

tracks and across farmland. Not all trails are 
suitable for people with mobility issues.

This Tour is also available to freely download on 
the Waitaki Whitestone Geopark App.

1 - 2 days 140 km
one way

Driving

GEO-HIGHLIGHTS TOUR
WAITAKI VALLEY

WAITAKI WHITESTONE
ASPIRING GEOPARK

www.whitestonegeopark.nz



Welcome to the Waitaki Whitestone Geopark!

This tour takes you to some of the fascinating inland Geo-site highlights. The 
Waitaki area is shaped by the movement of the mighty Waitaki River, carving a 
course through the land from the feet of Aoraki Mt Cook all the way to the east 
coast of Aotearoa New Zealand, meeting the Pacific Ocean just north of Õamaru.

Māori creation stories tell of Aoraki, one of the sons of Raki, the sky father, and 
Papatuanuku, the earth mother. Aoraki and his brothers’ waka ran aground and 
they turned to stone, becoming Aoraki and the surrounding mountains. ‘Waitaki’ 
means ‘the river of tears’, symbolising the tears of Aoraki Mt Cook, missing his 
family.

The Waitaki River is a rare example of a braided river and a distinctive feature of 
Te Waipounamu (the South Island). Braided rivers are ever-changing, shifting their 
pathways according to conditions, creating new islands and wetlands as they 
change paths. From the air looking like a tangle of ribbons across the landscape, 
the river provides habitat for unique species that have evolved to thrive in this 
aquatic environment.

Other highlights of the Waitaki Whitestone Geopark include unique geological 
and geomorphological features such as karsted limestone at Elephant Rocks, and 
Gaudi-like towers at Clay Cliffs. Our Geosites allow you to explore volcanic 
remnants and discover the past inhabitants of these places, from microscopic 
diatoms to giant prehistoric penguins and plesiosaurs.

What is Tiaki – Care for New Zealand?

Tiaki means to care for people and place. New Zealand is precious, and everyone 
who lives and travels here has a responsibility to look after it.

The Tiaki Promise is a commitment to care for New Zealand, for now and for 
future generations. By following the Tiaki Promise, you are making a commitment 
to New Zealand:

Care for land, sea and nature, treading lightly and leaving no trace.

Travel safely, showing care and consideration for all Respect culture, travelling 
with an open heart and mind.

For more information about the Tiaki Promise, visit www.tiakinewzealand.com
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Back to it inerary

30 mins - 1 hour

The physical address is Henburn Road, Omarama. To get 
to the cliffs, head north from Omarama for 3km on SH8, 
(signposted) turn left onto Quailburn Rd, and then turn left 
after 3km onto unsealed Henburn Rd - it can be a little 
bumpy so hold on to your hats! The cliffs are on private 
land but you are welcome to explore: there is an honesty 
box at the gate where you can pay an entry fee of $5 per 
car. Please respect the land and farm animals.

This stunning landscape of high, eroded, spectacular 
“badland” outcrops make you wonder how this landscape 
was formed. Sharp pinnacles and ridges are separated by 
steep and narrow ravines. Formed by ancient gravels, sand 
and silt in fresh water lakes and rivers, the Clay Cliffs were 
uplifted and tilted by the tectonic movements of a recently 
active fault.

Note: there are no bathroom facilities at this site and the 
access road can sometimes be affected by scouring 
following heavy rain. The trail around the Clay Cliffs area is 
not suitable for people with mobility issues or bus access.

1. Clay Cliffs



Back to it inerary

2. Benmore Hydro-Dam
30 mins

Loch Laird Road, Otematata.
Travel along SH83 to Lake Benmore, between 
Otematata and Omarama.
From Otematata, you will see a sign off of SH83 for 
the Benmore Dam.

Benmore Dam is the largest earthen dam in the country 
and second largest producer of hydroelectricity. It was 
completed in 1965 and at the time was Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s biggest ever construction project.

Benmore Lake, which was artificially created by the 
dam, is about 74km² and holds about 1.25 billion cubic 
meters of water – that’s 1.5 times the water in 
Wellington Harbour!

You can walk, cycle or drive across the dam and there 
are parking and viewing areas at either end. Take in 
stunning views from the Benmore Peninsula walk 
(signposted). 
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3. Benmore Peninsula Walk
1 hour 30 min

Travel along SH83 to Lake Benmore, between Otematata and 
Omarama.
From Otematata, you will see a sign off of SH83 for the Benmore 
Dam. Take this road to the dam and drive past it. you will reach the 
top and end of the road, where the DOC Benmore Peninsula hike will 
be signposted at the gates.

Track category: Walking Track - Easy day walk
Distance: 4 km (2.5 miles) loop
Dog access: Dogs on a lead can be taken along the Benmore 
Peninsula Track.

This circuit track passes through an exotic forest and around a peninsula 
jutting out into Lake Benmore.
On a good weather day, the water on Lake Benmore will appear to be 
bright turquoise and you will be able to see Mount Cook in the distance. 
This track is a relaxing walk with wooded pine forests and lookouts. The 
track starts out level for a while until you reach a junction for the circuit; you 
may go uphill to the right or go to the left, which stays level for a little while 
before it begins to climb. Since it is a loop, you may go either way.
The views are very impressive - especially earlier in the mornings when the 
weather is generally calmest.
 More information can be found on: 
www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/lake
-benmore-and-lake-aviemore-area/things-to-do/lake-benmore-area-tracks/
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30 mins - 1 hour

Get to the Otematata Wetland Walk from Loch Laird Road, 
just off State Highway 83 in Otematata.

A testament to the dedication of community, the Otematata 
wetland was once an abandoned worksite, left behind after 
construction of nearby dams. Decimated by industrial gravel pits 
and a derelict airstrip, it was an overgrown mess of weeds, 
bramble and bracken.
In 2010, teams of volunteers put in thousands of hours clearing 
and restoring the area to a natural state of biodiverse goodness. 
The Otematata community hired a landscape architect to create a 
plan to return the wetland to a state of indigenous wildlife.
Enjoy the 30-minute walk one-way between Boat Harbour and the 
Wildlife camping areas, or the 60 minute circuit that includes 
Otematata township.
You can have a refreshing swim at any one of the swimming spots 
through the wetlands. There are plenty of benches and picnic 
tables for you to make use of, and dogs on a leash are welcome 
along the walkway.

4. Otematata Wetlands walk
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30 mins

Turn off State Highway 83 onto Aviemore Dam Road.

The Aviemore Hydro-Dam was constructed during the 1960s 
and became fully operational in 1968. The Aviemore’s 
generators are the largest in New Zealand, generating 
enough electricity each year for about 120,000 New Zealand 
homes. The pipes that carry water into the power station, 
called “penstocks,” are the largest in New Zealand, a huge 7 
metres in diameter, while the rotors are nearly 8 metres in 
diameter and weigh 210 tonnes. The dam itself is made in two 
parts: an earth dam and a concrete dam. It is the biggest 
earth dam in New Zealand, and is the second largest concrete 
dam. 

You can walk, cycle or drive across the dam and there are 
parking and viewing areas at either end, to get some majestic 
views of the Waitaki River valley.

5. Aviemore Hydro-Dam
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Distance: 2km
Category: Easy, walking track
Dog access: No dogs

The track sidles steep faces within a flooded canyon and is 
well-formed with some short sections of stairs. Vegetation 
around track can be long in spring.

The walk finishes at the river delta where a shady picnic or 
fishing spot can be found.

More information can be found on: 
www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbur
y/places/lake-benmore-and-lake-aviemore-area/things-to-do/
deep-stream-track/

6. Deep Stream Track
2 hours

A short drive north of Aviemore Dam on the eastern bank 
of the Waitaki River, along Te Akatarawa Road.
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The Māori rock art you can see here includes images 
from abstract forms to bird and animal life, people and 
Māori first impressions of European settlers.
These limestone overhangs offered early travellers 
shelter along a seasonal route up the Waitaki Valley, 
which was a major thoroughfare for Māori.

7. Takiroa shelter rock drawings
15 mins

To get to Takiroa rock drawings from the north end of 
Duntroon, head up State Highway 83 about 3 km and look 
for the information sign and carpark. There’s a brief walk 
up an uneven pathway.
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Have some fun with fossils! See some amazing geologic history and have a go 

at carving some fossils from limestone!

At the Vanished World Centre you can see fossils of whales, dolphins and 

invertebrates, from marine ecosystems of the Oligocene time some 20-30 

million years ago.

The Vanished World Centre is also the hub for the Vanished World Trail, a 

series of sites mostly within a 20km radius of the village of Duntroon. Ask the 

friendly volunteers about what’s around you.

Along with interesting displays, the Centre sells a range of merchandise, 

specialising in Geology books. There is also a great range of products for 

young aspiring geologists, from model construction packages to junior 

palaeontologist digger kits. Income from merchandise sales, together with an 

entrance fee helps cover running costs with the sales of the ‘Vanished World 

Trail Brochure’ contributing to mantaining the Vanished World trail.

The Vanished World Society was formed in the early 2000's to raise public 

awareness about the unique Waitaki district’s geology. The Society promotes 

science, conservation and appropriate interaction with fossils, outcrops, and 

landforms.

For group bookings, contact 03-431-2024, or visit www.vanishedworld.co.nz

8. Vanished World centre

20 mins - 1 hour

7 Campbell Street, Duntroon 
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Earthquakes refers to an area of sheer limestone cliffs and 
boulders near Duntroon. The name came about when it was 
thought the large, house-sized boulders were dislodged by 
earthquakes long ago.

It’s a changeable limestone feature, subject to the land’s 
movement over time. Landslides, faults and fissure are easily 
visible. Huge blocks of limestone tumbled when the land 
slumped thousands of years ago due to massive land 
disruptions and the limestone is still given to falling at times. 

You can see fossils in the limestone: Kokoamu Greensand 
Brachiopods, molluscs and baleen whale bones, still partially 
embedded in rock, from when this land lay below an ancient, 
shallow sea.

9. Earthquakes
15 mins

To get to the Earthquakes area from the north end of Duntroon 
turn on to Earthquakes Road near the limestone church. 
Earthquakes is signposted about 3km down the road. Park at 
the information sign. Caution! Rocks still fall, and the ground
is creviced, walking shoes/boots essential and take care!
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10. Elephant Rocks
30 mins to 1 hour

There’s a parking bay on Island Cliff-Duntroon Road 
and a signposted gate that gives you access to an 
easy 5-minute walk across the farmland.

Elephant Rocks are a marvel, set amongst picturesque farmland. 
Don’t forget your camera as you wander through these towering 
limestone rocks. A geological wonder of the Waitaki, this unique 
landscape has featured in films such as The Chronicles of Narnia: 
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. 

Walk amongst geological marvels, exposed by erosion of 
sedimentary rocks laid down 60 million years ago.

Elephant Rocks features distinctive large hummocky or 
elephant-shaped limestone outcrops. The “elephants” are 
formed from Otekaike Limestone, which originated as a 
fossil-rich marine sand 25 million years ago. The thick and 
flat-lying limestone has many joints, or cracks, caused by the 
land being lifted. These joints, which cross each other, are 
eroded by water. Eventually, enough limestone is eroded away 
to leave the “elephants” exposed and isolated from each other. 

The field is part of a private farm and sheep may be present. Be 
nice to them and please respect the land and the animals.
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11. Anatini
30 mins

There’s a parking bay on Island Cliff-Duntroon Road 
and a signposted gate that gives you access to an 
easy 5-minute walk across the farmland. The Alps to 
Ocean Cycle Trail passes through this gully.

Discover fascinating limestone features that have been 
exposed and eroded over the years with fossils of ancient 
whales protruding from stone. With views over picturesque 
farmland this was the scene for Aslan's Camp in the film The 
Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. 
It’s a beautiful photo opportunity.
Nearby the world famous Elephant Rocks, Anatini is easily 
accessible down an uneven pathway and one of only a few 
natural limestone arches in New Zealand. There are baleen 
whale bones embedded in the stone, under protective 
display. Fossils of molluscs, sea urchins, other invertebrates 
are embedded and visible in the limestone. 
The field is part of a private farm. Please respect the land 
and any animals. 
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12. Enfield dykes
15 mins

Follow the Weston-Ngapara Rd from Weston towards 
Enfield for 6km. Just before the township of Enfield, 
park your car in the parking bay on the left and follow 
the signage. 

The dykes seen here are basaltic in nature, and are one of 
the best inland exposures of igneous dykes in the Ōamaru 
region and belong to the wider Waiareka Volcanic group. 
These are located behind the village of Enfield in a disused 
quarry which has more recently been used as a landfill site.  
This site is fenced off to the public. You can however view 
the Geosite from behind the gates. 
 
The quarry exposes several near-vertical dikes. Dykes are 
formed when volcanic activity pushes magma up through a 
crack or a weakness in the crust. This magma cuts across 
older material and cools in place as an igneous intrusion 
(i.e. it cools and ‘sets’ below the surface).
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13. Devil's Bridge Wetland
30 mins

Head south west from the intersection of Devils 
Bridge Road and Eden Road, Enfield, for about 600 
metres.

This wetland lagoon is an important habitat for 
many wetland bird species and is recognised as 
an area of Natural Significance in this Karst 
landscape. The walking track surrounding the 
lagoon leads to a 'disappearing stream', where 
the water drains into an underground cave 
system in the limestone.



Well done! That’s the end of the tour. We hope you’ve 
enjoyed seeing some of the great Geo-Highlights the 
Waitaki has to offer.

We recommend you continue your drive to Ōamaru to 
explore another amazing tour.

If you’d like to learn more about what's in the Waitaki, 
including places to stay and to eat, go to 
www.waitakinz.com
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