
The tenth issue of Hazardous Times looks at the effects of record breaking rainfall at Leigh that occurred in May this year, and discusses 

contingency planning for a local volcanic eruption.  It also updates the activities of the Civil Defence Emergency Management Group and the 

Auckland Engineering Lifelines Group.  
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An exceptional rainfall event occurred in 
the north of the Auckland region at 
Mangawhai and Leigh on the evening of 
May 29th/30th 2001.  This caused 
significant damage in Leigh township 
and surrounding farmland.  This event 
culminated what had been a very wet 
month, causing the Leigh laboratory 
climate station to record its highest ever 
May total of 322 mm.  

The daily total at Leigh for the 24-hour 
period to 9am on the 30th of May was 
132 mm.  Although the daily total was 
not exceptional, 109.4 mm fell over the 1 
hour period from 0140 hrs, creating a 
new 1 hour rainfall record for anywhere 
in New Zealand.  This broke the long 
standing previous record of 107 mm, 
which was also recorded in the Auckland 
region, at Whenuapai in February 1966.  
There had been significant debate as to 
whether this previous value was correct, 

but there is confidence that the current 
record is accurate.

Analysis of the event has confirmed it 
was an exceptional event with a return 
period far in excess of 100 years.  Based 
on 15 years of record, the 1:100 year 
return period total for one hour duration 
is estimated to be 54 mm.  Leigh’s total 
of 109.7 mm is more than double this. 

The heavy rainfall was confined to a very 
localised area around Leigh, Mangawhai 
and Great Barrier Is.  The nearest ARC 
raingauge at Tamahunga, 7.5 km to the 
Southwest of Leigh, recorded only 25.5 
mm over the same one-hour period.  
Totals for the 24 hours to 9 a.m. on the 
30th decreased steadily to the South of 
the region.  Tamahunga recorded 71 mm, 
Omaha Golf Course 52 mm, Orewa 36 
mm, Auckland urban area 14-20 mm 
and Glenbrook only 7.5 mm.

The effects of the intense precipitation 
were dramatic particularly down stream 
of catchments on both the northern and 
southern sides of Rodney Road, which 
runs east-west along the high ridge 
separating the Leigh and Pakiri districts.  

On the Pakiri river flats of Millbrook 
Station one family lost about 200 sheep 
and fences were flattened.  A major flash 
flood was experienced in two adjacent 
valleys, both drained by small streams 
flowing into the eastern end of the 
Whangateau Harbour.  In just a few 
minutes, houses were flooded to a depth 
of well over 1 m, and on two properties 
cars parked outside were moved by flood 
waters rushing over the ground.  In one 
case a car broke through a ranch slider 
and then bounced around the living 
room while the terrified family watched 
from upstairs.  

The Kohuroa Stream that discharges into 
Matheson Bay broke the footbridge in 
two.  Large amounts of debris were 
deposited.  For several days, whole trees 
placed just off-shore prevented local 
fishermen putting to sea at night for fear 
of running into them.  

Slips occurred along the cliffs into Goat 
Island Bay, and there were many large 
slips in the clay land of the Pakiri Hill 
farms, some of which closed the road to 
all but 4-wheel drive traffic.  

The Rodney District Council estimated 
$700,000 worth of damage mainly to the 
Leigh and Mangawhai districts.

# Leigh Laboratory Climate Station is 
operated by Auckland University for the 
NIWA climate database.

For further information on the Leigh 
extreme rainfall event, please contact 
Colin McCready on (09) 366 2000, extn 
8443; email: cmccready@arc.govt.nzThe decimated bridge at Matheson Bay following high intensity rainfall at Leigh on the 

29th/30th May 2001.


