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By email  

12 June 2026   

Hons Chris Bishop 
Minister of Transport 
C.Bishop@ministers.govt.nz  
 

Tēnā koe Minister 

Cook Strait rescue capability 

We were disappointed to read in the media that the Government has decided to cut critical 
maritime safety in the Cook Strait - one of the roughest sea areas in the world (Maritime New 
Zealand, 2018) - instead directing roughly $4.57 million to upgrade the Ohakea airbase.  

 

TAIC says a lack of sufficient and readily available towage and salvage capability is a 
safety issue in Cook Strait 

The decision contradicts the findings and recommendations1 of the Transport Accident 
Investigation Commission (TAIC) following its inquiry into the blackout and loss of propulsion 
on the Interislander ferry Kaitaki in January 2023. 

TAIC identified six safety issues and made five formal recommendations for safety-focused 
change. One of the safety issues identified was ‘a lack of sufficient and readily available 
towage and salvage capability’. 

Your comments in the media and letter to us state that rescues could be carried out without 
the need for a government-backed rescue vessel. However, CentrePort’s and the Port 
Marlborough tugs are not adequate to help a stricken vessel in the Cook Strait in challenging 
weather conditions, as confirmed in relation to CentrePort’s tugs in the TAIC report. 

 
1 https://taic.org.nz/news/interislander-kaitaki-blackout-6-safety-issues-5-recommendations-change 
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“CentrePort controlled the two tugs. It confirmed to the Commission that the tugs had limited 
capacity for rescue and were unsuitable for towing outside harbour limits (the Kaitaki incident 
occurred outside the harbour limits) in the prevailing conditions on the day.” 

Subsequent to the Kaitaki incident, the Connemara lost power and required towing in 
September 2024.  The reason this did not get the same prominence was that it was a light 
northerly wind rather than strong southerly and conditions were such that Centreport tugs 
were able to assist the vessel. A good result by way of Centreport adding an additional towline 
to their tugs and more importantly, relatively benign weather conditions.   

Managing risk of ageing ferries in a deteriorating condition in next three years 

The TAIC report goes on to say that the potential consequences of grounding may be higher for 
an older ferry and older passenger ferries are more likely to suffer mechanical failure unless 
they are sufficiently maintained.  
 

“Relatively minor maintenance issues can have serious consequences and threaten 
the safety of passengers and crew.” 

 
The well-documented unreliability of Cook Strait ferries is becoming more consequential as 
emergency towing and rescue capacity diminishes, exposing passengers, freight, and the 
wider economy to greater risk. 
 
In 2022, Interislander reported that it transports about 850,000 passengers, 240,000 cars and 
up to $14 billion worth of freight annually. These figures were forecast to increase, which 
means increased exposure to passengers and freight to risk. 
 

MMA Vision remains in Aotearoa New Zealand – opportunity for co-share arrangement 

We urge you to reconsider maintaining enhanced emergency response capability in this 
treacherous stretch of sea at the heart of our country by considering a new partnering 
arrangement with MMA Vision. 

We recently became aware that the MMA Vision (the open-ocean tugboat contracted until 
February to provide rescue capability in the Cook Strait) will be staying in Aotearoa New 
Zealand for at least the next three years to support the oil and gas industry in Taranaki. We 
urge you to consider a co-share arrangement whereby the MMA Vision could be based in the 
Cook Strait for some of its time. It’s not a permanent solution but it could be a more pragmatic 
and affordable one considering your concerns about cost affordability.  
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Minister, we believe luck has been on our side to date, and at some point, with ageing ferries 
and an increase in the frequency of extreme weather events, it is going to run out. We ask that 
government commit to working with us, towards a medium and longer-term solutions for New 
Zealand’s busiest and most challenging shipping corridor. 

Ngā mihi 

  

 
 
Daran Ponter        Mayor Nadine Taylor 
Greater Wellington Regional Council  Marlborough District Council 
Daran.ponter@gw.govt.nz  mayor@marlborough.govt.nz  
  

Copy:  
• All MPs, in the Wellington Capital Region and Marlborough regions 
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