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Whether as staff, families or contractors, we have all played a part in the 
Refinery’s story.

The idea for this book came from a desire to preserve some of the moments 
and memories that reflect the pride people have about being part of the 
Refinery family. We’d like to acknowledge Peter “Gubby” Gubb for helping to 
bring together hundreds of members of our community for the purpose of 
producing this book, and thank everyone for their contributions.

Our story has been one of overcoming obstacles and the challenges of distance, 
time and size. Together we created, safely maintained and ran the most complex 
industrial site in New Zealand for 60 years. This would never have been possible 
without the passion, creativity and effort of multiple generations.

The fact that most people in New Zealand have little to no knowledge of the 
Refinery shows how successful we have been in meeting NZ fuel demands 
without interruption. The exception came when a digger punched through 
the RAP pipeline, but our response to that challenge reveals much about our 
values and capability.

Memories are precious, but easily lost and forgotten.

We hope you get pleasure from this attempt to preserve a lot of what has  
been special about this place and the pride of those who worked here. 

SUE DYKE AND JOHN HAMILTON ON BEHALF OF THE LEGACY TEAM

The Legacy Team consists of Denise Jensen; Aaron Bird; Marcos Monguzzi; 
Brian McRae; Kerry McDonald; Pieter Van Zyl; Ross Antunovich; Caz Jackson
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JOE LEWIS Looking back I can see that we’d normalised a 
bad situation. Back in the ‘70s a problem wasn’t a problem 
if we had a work around – like gagging the pump or running 
a bypass. But when you can’t see the South End through 
naphtha fog, or when a pressure wave blows your helmet off, 
and when you see a mate on fire you know something is  
very wrong. 

JOE Guys were in a daze. They’d been trained to fight fires, but 
what we really needed to do was turn everything off. We lost 
a mate that day, and that’s what it took to weed out gung ho 
behaviour and show us what proper systems looked like.

PETER GUBB When my intake came through in the ‘80s, it was 
stories like Joe’s that were the foundation of how we viewed 
safety. And you taught us how to deal with situations like 
the one you went through. The other thing I learned was that 
training material and work instructions and the reality on the 
ground all had to be consistent. So much good came out of it 
Lewy, even though it was such a tough time for you.

JOE When I got home it was dark, but my daughter was still 
awake. I picked her up and just started walking down the road. 
That helped.

JARED HEMARA That’s what we learned from Wiremu and the 
Safety Warrior programme. The reason you’d stand in the gap 
when you saw risks being taken was that you cared about your 
mate, and you cared about his whānau. 

KEN RIVERS There was this element to the culture in  
Aotearoa that we tapped into – that a warrior was there  
to care for people. 

GUBBY Ken had led the inquiry into a famous incident in 
England, and he knew that one of the biggest risks was when 
we become “unconsciously competent,” which we had started 
to slip into.

KEN I remember asking you what kept you awake at night, and 
that was it. As leaders we kept using the simple statement: 
“We’re hurting too many people.” And I found the guy I thought 
was an absolute star, and made him head of safety, to show 
how important that issue was.

GUBBY People thought I’d been demoted at first!

CORY ABRAHAM Then you shoulder-tapped me to get  
involved, Gubby.

GUBBY I knew that this had to be led by people on the ground, 
and that you had the knowledge and the courage. You are who 
you are, no matter who you talk to.

CORY Jared was the man with the plan, and I understood who 
we needed to get to across the business for this to be effective. 
My proudest moment was seeing 74 champions back, ready for 
mud to be chucked in their face. They stood strong for years.

JARED I was proud that we took this from words on paper to 
reality, and I was proud to see Cory get recognition nationally 
for the E Tu Tangata programme, something that was really 
leading the way for Aotearoa.

CORY And that meant shifting from safety to Manaaki, to 
wellbeing, looking after each other mentally and spiritually. 
We started a Kaihautu award that was nominated by peers, 
and the first recipient got it because he called out bullying 
behaviour in public, standing up for someone from a  
different culture. 

SANJO KUINDERSMA We took our culture of continuous 
improvement and applied it to wellbeing. More and more of us 
are asking how others are feeling, and willing to share. Stress 
is part of the job, and if you’re a professional you need best 
practices of dealing with it. 

JARED Aroha and awhi was the energy source for this whole 
thing, right from the start.

As it grew, the Refinery faced a unique challenge: 
to balance its ability to pull off the impossible 
by doing things differently with the need to 
maintain safety. This was laid bare by the 
darkest day in the Refinery’s six decades. In 
1983 a line ruptured, killing shift superintendent 
Joe Blackman. Following this tragic event in 
our history, we successfully responded and 
kept moving forward. We knew we needed to 
take our macho culture into the 21st century 
by tapping into the ancient meaning of what 
it means to be a warrior in Aotearoa.

Along with tapping into the caring warrior 
culture for personal safety, we started developing 
Process Safety as a standalone entity. Process 
Safety ensured that the plant was being operated 
within its operating envelope and any changes 
to either operation or design wouldn’t jeopardise 
the safe operation of the plant. All disciplines 
had a part to play. Operational work instructions 
were created for every task to ensure that it 
was done correctly. Engineering quality control 
checks were established to ensure that we had 
sound engineering practices. These included CUI 
(Corrosion Under Insulation) Condition Monitoring, 
RBI (Risk Based Inspection) along with a 
management structure that allowed this to happen. 

Safety has continued to be our first priority, so 
that everyone goes home safely every day.

S A F E T Y  A N D  W E L L B E I N G

01 “Aroha and awhi 
was the energy 

source ….. right 
from the start.”
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TUK EDMONDS The Refinery gave us a lifestyle and quality of life. 
Working shifts, your co-workers become your second family.

BEAU ROUGHTON Sleep deprivation loosens lips – and you share 
a lot.

SAM PYLE Yep, to the point where I’d come home and my Missus 
would say “How’s the family?” She was good about it though – 
she’d always send me off with cake for the team. 

GRANT MCCULLUM And the company treated you like family. 
When my youngest broke his leg (OK, I dropped him going 
down the stairs) I got told to stay home and support him.

SAM When I got a back injury, instead of getting rid of me like 
another company would, they kept me on and put me into 
problem solving.

GRANT Operators were good at that. We built techniques and 
learning up over years and years, and if you were new you’d 
still be listened to.

TUK We had a motto: “Leave it better than I found it”, and that 
got taken from Ops up into Leadership. I’m proud that our  
spirit of innovation flowed to the top through guys like  
Gubby and DC.

PETER GUBB I remember Mark Cathcart sketching out his ideas 
on his break, and the drawings saved us millions. Guys were 
always coming up with “cunning plans” to solve problems we 
didn’t even know we had.

JOHN H It didn’t come at the expense of fun, though. Like the 
Operator who flew to work in his microlight, the guys on B 
shift who’d go fishing off the jetty…

GUBBY Paul van Eybergen banned that, but one day when he 
was coming down people scarpered, even though there was 
a trevally on the line. Paul got caught reeling it in, and it was 
difficult for him to ban it after that.

TUK We had the shift versus day worker cricket games – and 
the Milo cup for the RNZ team versus the subbies. We lost the 
tin of Milo, but we always won the drinking.

GRANT It brought people together, broke silos. That 
togetherness was key to our success in the face of challenges.

JOHN H I remember when Cyclone Bola came through, the site 
was just awash with water and the power was out. We had 
no working radios, but someone said “When others run out, 
we run in” and that was dead right. We got it back up, just 
the Ops crew. You know what each other are going to do. The 
Panel Man with screens and alarms in his face – he knows who 
will have opened this and closed that, and who’ll have got the 
F.O.R. ready. I’m proud to have worked with people I could rely 
on like that.

You can’t have a successful plant without people 
who have the character and training to operate  
it 24/7.

Operations ran the plant on a continuous shift cycle 
developing into close knit teams who depended 
on each other in both good times and bad. Your 
work mates became your second family. Work and 
social life became entwined. Shift work allowed a 
different working life. The leave book was the most 
studied (and debated!) book in Operations. School 
holidays and Christmas leave was always a hot 
topic. It meant that whilst you mightn’t be able to 
spend Christmas with your family, you were able to 
attend the school camps with your kids.

The plant upsets and trips helped develop trust in 
each other’s knowledge and ability. Flexibility and 
the ability to think on your feet along with a healthy 
dose of humour got you through the shift.

Running the plant safely and on grade was the 
reason for being at work, but the comradery of  
shift work will be the overriding memory for  
all Operators. 

O P E R A T O R S
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MIKE WILLIAMS I came here in ‘67, and in the ‘70s I’d already 
been sent overseas to get experience from other operations 
and take that learning back. As a senior technologist, part 
of my role was to make people open to outsiders coming 
onto our patch and take on board different perspectives. 
At the same time we were encouraged to challenge.

BRIAN OAKES When I came out from the UK in ’83 to train 
operators for the expansion, we had a brand-new purpose-built 
training centre. It included realistic fire situations, and once a 
week the guys would have fire training with Dave Davey, who 
wanted them soaked and singed to know he’d done it right. 
We had a great video editing suite, so we could mix clips 
into the lessons. We’d take them through flow, temp, valves 
then walk out into the plant to show the heat exchanges and 
pumps we were talking about. Often when things go wrong it’s 
because training and manuals don’t match the reality. I’d been 
in some narrow escapes in my time, so I’d show them how to 
use their fingers, nose, ears and gut when doing their rounds.

MIKE I’d do rounds of the Operator Den, navigate 
through the cheekiness, take questions – but also 
ask questions. If people didn’t want to make a dick of 
themselves, they’d need to be on top of their game.

BRIAN We were always innovative, and we wanted to build 
innovative teams. We’d have scenarios to practice, like how 
to make Milo in a vacuum if you crashed on the Moon. I 
remember making molecules out of the caps of marker pens, 
so as the guys learn’t the equations they could literally pull 
the atoms off. In the early days we’d used polaroid film on our 
overhead projector slides, to build in some animation. Years 
later I discovered what PowerPoint would let me do, and built 
the learning tool I’d always dreamed of. You could explore 
an interactive map of the whole Refinery in your own time, 
with every single element clickable for more information.

You can’t have the best people without the best training. 
Over the years, those who trained as Operators in the 
80’s have then in turn become the trainer and trained the 
Operators employed over the last 10 years of operation!

With the 1980s expansion, there was a requirement 
for new operators to run and maintain the new 
units. Experienced operators were brought out 
from the UK to set up and run the training dept. 

Large numbers of new staff were recruited 
from across NZ to become operators in time for 
commissioning of the new plant. The trainers 
had to turn these people whose backgrounds 
were as varied as bank managers, tradies and 
farmers to become competent operators. 

This was no easy task and like everything else at 
the time was a new experience for the company. 
Theoretical training was mixed with time on the 
existing plant buddied up with an experienced 
operator. By the time the newly built expansion 
was ready to be commissioned the new trainees 
had been moulded into “operators”. Along 
with an experienced shift supervisor they were 
ready to start the pre commissioned plant. 

Over time the training dept went through a number 
of changes, but the core business of training and 
refresher training of operators was always there. 

T R A I N I N G

“We were always 
innovative, and we 

wanted to build 
innovative teams.”
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STEVE COOPER Running a refinery is hard enough, without 
modifying equipment while the refinery is running! It’s like 
doing open heart surgery while the patient is awake and going 
about his business. None of the international owners thought 
we could pull it off. But every single person involved in New 
Zealand bought into it and wanted to show what we could 
do. It was going to be great for the country – every farmer 
gets more diesel, and more of it gets made in New Zealand.

JACK ARIEL The key was the skill and pride of the team – 
the best team I’ve worked with in my career, period. There 
was this confluence of personalities and expertise, with 
a real harmony. You can throw the ball without looking 
if you know for sure that your teammate is there. That’s 
what it was like. When the pressure got too high in one 
area, others immediately stepped in because they knew 
how it fitted in, and what was needed for success.

PETER GUBB We’d used fly-in/fly-out contractors before, and 
resolved that for these jobs we’d only use our own people, 
and contractors who were basically part of the family.

DAVE CUNNINGHAM The contractors would say they 
worked for the Refinery, or worked in the Te Mahi 
Hou team – with Te Mahi Hou branded gear.

STEVE On a monthly basis we’d gather the whole team 
of 400 in a tent to recognise individual and group 
achievements. Everyone wanted to make sure others got 
the recognition they deserved – it wasn’t competitive.

DC We challenged the norms and raised the bar 
throughout. We’d build on the ground then crane things 
into position. We’d model everything perfectly, to 1mm 
tolerance. Industry standard was 8mm tolerance – but 
then you’re spending on extra pipe and labour to cut 
it. We went six months before having to cut a pipe. 

SONNY HAU No one in the world had ever made changes 
like this inside a running plant. What I was proudest 
about was that we did it with max safety – we had 
the procedures nailed, and all the risks mapped.

DC Usually you shut a new build like this down after  
12 months for a clean up. We ran for five years, had a 
look under the hood, and there were basically no issues. 
It was a massive success for an all-local team.

The original refinery was completed in the early 
1960s and served New Zealand well. As the 
country’s economy developed and grew, so did 
the demand for finished products. The Refinery 
was unable to meet the demand and unable to 
manufacture jet fuel which was becoming a major 
issue with the growth of aviation. The oil shocks of 
the 1970s led to the decision to expand the Refinery 
as part of the “Think Big” policy to create strategic 
self-sufficiency for New Zealand. This led to the 
biggest expansion project in the refinery’s history, 
beginning in 1982. A completely new refinery was 
built around the existing running refinery.  
A hydrocracker complex for jet fuel manufacture, 
three new steam generation boilers, along with 
new distillation, sour gas treating units and effluent 
water treatment plants were built. The new plant 
was integrated into the existing plant in 1986 and 
met the country’s needs for 20 years. At the turn 
of the century, changing fuel needs again led to 
the decision to expand. New low sulphur diesel 
and benzene removal units were built. This was 
followed by the Te Mahi Hou project. The original 
platformer built in the 1960s had reached its end of 
life and required major capital investment to re-life. 
The decision was made to build a new continuous 
regenerating platformer unit and scrap the original 
one. A UOP design was utilised and the project 
was managed and installed by Refinery teams and 
local contractor crews on time and under budget. 

M A J O R  P R O J E C T S

“The key was the 
skill and pride 
of the team.”
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DAN ROBSON To give you an idea of just how blue sky this 
project was, we were delivering fuel to a paddock! The 
Wiri terminal wasn’t even there yet, and wasn’t part of 
the project originally scoped with the oil companies. 

DAN We made innovative use of spiral-weld pipes usually used 
for fresh water, and we needed special bends as some of the 
twists and turns to avoid geology were more than 90 degrees. 
I told the old silver fox John Graham that we’d meet all the 
tech specs. He’d bore into you with those blue eyes and say 
“Would you bet a year’s salary on that?” I got up to leave. He 
asked where I was going, and I said “To get my chequebook!” 
I was that confident in the team and the innovation.

ROBERT PATTERSON The innovation never stopped. You 
don’t just take that sort of infrastructure offline, so when 
we put in the first pumping station at Wellsford, the 
engineers were welding continuously for hours on a live 
pipeline! It wasn’t a cavalier or risky op – we had the 
best people, and the right product knowledge. We timed 
it so that less volatile diesel was coming through.

ROBERT Another example was when we found out a month 
before the Sydney Olympics that we were going to lose 
our satellite comms. We found another satellite hovering 
around the Solomon Islands, got a new transponder, 
and adjusted all of our dishes to align with it.

PETER OWBRIDGE I had some less glamorous duties. I worked 
out one time that over 12 years I spent two years in my 
Suzuki, driving up and down the pipeline route, engaging 
with landowners and monitoring. When we couldn’t stop 
the Jet Park expansion encroaching on our easements, we 
found that we needed a more rigorous 12m designation 
corridor running the length of the RAP. Over four-and-half 
years we engaged with 267 landowners, six councils, and 
numerous iwi who worked with us to protect infringement 
on sacred sites. I’m incredibly proud of the 3D maps we 
produced, which are a legacy in their own right, setting 
out the locations of all of these special places. And 
lasting friendships and partnerships were formed.

PETER Later, under the Unitary Plan, we were charged 
with an 80m notification zone, and had to work out 
how to protect members of the public in that zone. We 
also had Civil Defence scenario exercises – the most 
dramatic being what we’d do if a volcano popped up in the 
Manukau Harbour, and we’d need ships to supply fuel. 

DAN You’re right Pete – nothing can be done without 
partnerships. I remember the McFaddens used to pretend 
to the neighbours that our pump station was their new 
high tech milking shed! But their local knowledge of 
the serious flood water level was crucial to avoiding 
future disasters. It’s all about people, in the end.

The Refinery to Auckland Pipeline (RAP) was 
conceived in 1981, begun in 1982, and delivered 
in 1984. Although it was built with a 20-year 
capacity in mind, economic growth outstripped 
forecasts and pumping stations were needed 
to boost capacity. Just as significant as the 
construction project itself was the ongoing 
and parallel regulatory management, which 
sought to maintain safety for and good 
relationships with hundreds of landowners.

B U I L D I N G  T H E  R A P
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The Refinery had started life as part of the Shell network, and 
gained a huge amount from its connection to Shell expertise 
in the Netherlands and from sites all over the globe. Over time 
RNZ became more and more independent, doing things its 
own way and finally becoming fully independent in 2009.

KERRY MCDONALD In the ‘80s, the Refinery was filled with people who’d been 
taught to fixate on all the things that could go wrong. That wasn’t going to 
serve us in a deregulated market, where we were effectively competing against 
larger operations in Australia and Asia. Someone was going to drop off the 
map, so we had to perform at a higher level than them, we had to work smarter.

MIKE WILLIAMS There was nowhere else like it to work, blending 
Shell insight with our own innovation. We got asked to present at 
conferences and people came to see us, including from other Kiwi 
companies wanting to see what the bleeding edge looked like.

MICHEL OTTENHOF Information Technology was actually one example 
of that bleeding edge. I’d come from a computer department in the 
Hague, but at the Refinery IT was part of an information planning 
group. It was integrated into the success of the place.

DAVE MARTIN Because of that cross-silo approach, we had to move away 
from what Shell used and looked for products with an open architecture. 
We saw that people with PCs were going to be the future. 

PETER GUBB In ’88 the company bought every employee an  
IBM 286. It incentivised people to skill up to use their new toy.

GORDON WRIGHT Another example of us going our own way came in the ‘90s 
when it became clear that the hydrocracker operation was not optimal in terms 
of yield and product mix. That could have led to us becoming just a terminal 
operation more than twenty years ago! The only option was to look at options 
beyond the gear, catalysts and advisors that Shell had been providing.

STUART FRAZER It was a great site from which to run a tender – the most 
beautiful refinery in the world for people to visit, with oil majors as 
customers. We included Shell Global Services in the tech evaluation, 
but in the end UOP got the contract. People told me that I’d never work 
for Shell again. I didn’t think that was true, but I was quite proud of 
it, in a funny way, as it meant that I’d been properly independent.

GORDON With a new approach and new catalysts, the hydrocracker 
started to drive profit. Instead of holding us back, it became a platform 
for future growth and a new era of continuous improvement.

JACK STEWART Shell formally exited in 2009, but supported the Refinery till 2012. 
We had to change our thinking even more, back ourselves and become our own 
thought leaders. It was a great moment, and I still see the mini “Independence 
Day” flags from that time around the place, on their bamboo skewers. 

ROSS ANTUNOVICH Cutting the umbilical cord was one of the best 
things we’ve ever done. Almost everyone in the industry would have 
told us we were crazy to cut the guts out of a column, which we 
were keen to do. Our new partner GRP backed the new ways of 
working we were comfortable with. They saw us as a customer.

JACK It was the same with our idea for cyclical operation. It had been a  
no-go in the industry, but GRP agreed to advise us on it. As it turns out,  
it’s been of immense help during this unprecedented Covid environment.

As the name suggests, the Independent Petroleum 
Laboratory (IPL) is an independent lab specialising in the 
testing of fuels and biofuels, as well as water monitoring 
and analysis. The laboratory was part of NZRC up until 
1999, but became independent in order to provide their 
services to all other petrol companies across New Zealand. 
The organisation also provides aviation and fuel testing 
to many countries in the South West Pacific Islands.

Since 1999, IPL has been providing these services, expanding 
over this time to meet growing customer demand and 
expansion into new services such as biofuel testing. 

Tucked away out of sight, the team of specialists have 
quietly orchestrated many of the finer processing 
adjustments made to guarantee a quality end product. 
With a team of highly qualified staff, they have provided 
a reliable and efficient service, seven days a week.

I N D E P E N D E N C E I P L
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GRAEME MACDONALD I’d met Gubby at Coordinated 
Incident Management Training (CIMS). The Indian 
Ocean Tsunami of 2001 had really elevated awareness 
of these sorts of threats, and the Refinery was critical 
infrastructure. The idea behind getting CIMS embedded 
at the company was that their responders could then work 
seamlessly with external organisations and agencies. 

PETER GUBB The Northland culture was a bit special too – it 
meant that we socialised and built rapport, which helped us 
work as one tight team whenever we faced challenges.

DAMIAN SOUTHORN I’m immensely proud of how we stuck 
together as a community. During the big drought, Kaikohe 
was just a few days away from running out of water.  
We repurposed our firefighting gear and laid a hose from  
Lake Omapere to Kaikohe. 

GRAEME And then in return, when you guys had contaminated 
water from the RAP leak, the local Councils lent you the use of 
their ponds.

DAMIAN A few times that relationship with you and the 
monitoring scientists saved us from having to flick the switch 
and possibly halt production for a week. I remember the night 
of the Kaikoura earthquake being on the phone with Graeme 
at 1am, tapping into all the human intel, finally being confident 
any Tsunami would be localised.

HAIDEE TUHIWAI A close friend of mine was once caught in a rip, 
and the RNZ Emergency Services Team pulled her out. That 
helped me see first-hand what we meant to the community.

STEVE TYSON And because of our zero tolerance for 
environmental damage, we had more people trained in oil-spill 
response than we were required to have. That paid dividends 
one Christmas Eve, when most of us had knocked off. The 
alarm went so I headed back to reports of oil in the water from 
the Alcina. A hodgepodge of employees and contractors got 
out there with the Taranui barge and our typical ‘One Team’ 
attitude. It didn’t matter that the Alcina wasn’t our vessel or 
technically our responsibility – we just wanted to protect the 
place. The oil never reached the beach, and Sue Dyke and 
Denise Jensen kept us standing with pizza and drinks that 
they’d somehow conjured up. 

DEREK HEIWARI They’d seen as at Marsden Cove marina 
deploying the truck and barge, and put two and two together 
straight away.

MIKE SWORDS A quick response saved the day, with a boom at 
the breakwater.

DAMIAN We were the only organisation in New Zealand with  
the experience, capability and gear to get to grips with a spill 
in 15 minutes.

DEREK We had a lot of people capable of leading parts of a 
situation like that, because the Refinery had always supported 
us to be part of national-interest responses, like the Rena in 
2011, so our skills were always sharp. 

JAMES HARVEY We had a plan/prepare/practice cycle. And 
the National Response team did regular in-depth exercises 
along with opportunities for national or international incident 
involvement. At one exercise someone compared his 
beautifully clean vessel to the scratched up Taranui. Damian 
told him, “Well, ours has been to war.”

DAMIAN Later with the Ning Po we again were on the water in 
10 minutes, no bureaucratic squabbling, and stopped most of 
the oil from reaching the beach. Site workers were trained and 
they had PPE, and got stuck in hand-scrubbing rocks.

MIKE Oil recovery is not a glamorous job, but we took a lot 
of pride in our role and capability. Investing in the gear and 
infrastructure on site also gave the wider team a sense 
of ownership. We were all in it together to preserve the 
environment, that was part of our obligation as one of the 
biggest fishes in the Northland pond. 

Over the years the Refinery faced down many emergencies. On 23rd 
December 2014, everyone was heading off for their Christmas break, 
when up to 300 litres of oil was estimated to have spilled from crude 
oil tanker HS Alcina’s bunker at Marsden Pt, which triggered a full-
incident response. Staff immediately dropped what they were doing 
or where they were heading to respond, ensuring that no oil made 
it to the shoreline. In December 2015, a Hong Kong-registered ship, 
Ning Po, tied up at Northport, leaked fuel resulting again in requiring 
the expertise of Refining NZ’s staff. The oil-skimming barge Taranui 
was deployed and assisted in recovering the fuel from the area.

Whatever or wherever, Refining NZ and its staff have always 
been there to help, taking pride in ensuring the people and 
the environment were always protected, building everlasting 
relationships with local councils and first responders.

O I L  S P I L L S  A N D  
F I R S T  R E S P O N D E R S

“I’m immensely 
proud of how we 

stuck together as 
a community.”
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The Solomon benchmarking guides that most refineries 
subscribed to were anonymous, but everybody new that the one 
with the big scores was a refinery down in New Zealand that had 
forged its own path after the deregulation and expansion of the 
1980s. That high performance was the result of a company-wide 
commitment to continuous improvement and an openness to 
new ideas.

In recent years, the Company invested time and resources into 
Lean, an initiative that looked at removing waste from processes. 
This not only led to significant improvement in productivity 
onsite, it also lead to tidy workplaces, with everything in its place!

MIKE WILLIAMS Before 1987, the way we were paid meant we could make 
more money by flaring all the time and keeping costs down. After ’87 
the way we made money was by producing the highest value product 
and wasting nothing. We got very, very good at it. Those who held 
onto their shares from that time saw a forty-fold increase in value.

JOE LEWIS The difference before and after the expansion was night and day. 
Before, we were constantly wasting product, always flaring. There was too 
much butane in summer, so we had that 100ft flare you’d see when you came 
over the Brynderwyns, the one which told you that you were almost home. 

PETER GUBB I got Sjoerd, our CEO at the time, to come and 
shake your hand for one of your brainwaves, remember?

JOE LEWIS That was when I made them raise the level in the V7502 
high pressure hydrogen separator. Stopped us losing 16 tonnes a day. 
We’d listen to whoever had the best idea, no matter who they were.

BRUCE LUDGATE We were always a step ahead. In recent years radiography for 
corrosion testing has become best practice – we were doing it in the ‘80s!

ALAN BARDET I remember a tricky situation where the welded valves 
on the reactor blew off. A few guys sat together sketching out a crazy 
clamping system on paper, and others got straight to machining it.

BRETT PICKFORD I took a look and was, like, “Yeah, ok, that’ll 
work” and sure enough that was the end of the leak. 

CHARLES AFFORD Right from the start I learned a lesson that improvement is a 
team effort. I got seconded to Control Room to design a module to run HDS3 
automatically, and we needed to run a test procedure that involved switching 
tanks from low to high sulphur. I hadn’t thought the whole thing through and 
given the right people a heads up, and now some extra sulphur off-gas was 
going to B2 block. I hear the Panel Man yell, “Who the heck is doing this?” 
I sort of froze, but the HDS guys dropped the temp without being told, and 
the experienced panelman steered us through. In other places you’d get 
thrown under the bus for a mistake like I made. But these guys all understood 
why we were doing the test, and knew the data was going to be valuable. 
So they kept the plant safe, got the data we needed, and stayed cheerful.

JOE LUDGATE We had this program we called ‘A Day in the Life of’ where your 
boss had to do your job. It really helped with communication and teamwork.

BRETT It’s a ‘winning together’ attitude. No-one has stripes on their 
shoulders. Everyone is a specialist and you can trust them.

KEN RIVERS Improvement comes from having strong responses to 
weak signals. There is this openness in the Kiwi culture that allows 
for sharing – then it becomes about turning it into action. Innovation 
and thinking outside the square were always a chance to show “Kiwi 
No.8 wire” mentality. The staff over the years have loved showing 
bigger, newer Refineries, that they could cut it with the best!

Along with Operations, Engineering is the other key part of 
keeping the Refinery operating. Their involvement covered 
not only the daily mechanical work but also projects 
(design and construction), inspection and disciplines 
like electrical, civil, instrumentation and - as technology 
advanced - process control. Whenever a part of the refinery 
had an issue it was the Engineering team’s task to repair 
and return it to service as soon as possible. As was often 
said to Operations “You break it, we fix it”. The Refinery 
has some of the best heavy engineering workshops and 
skilled people in the country. Nothing was beyond them.

The 1980s expansion brought a large growth in numbers and 
an increased workload for all disciplines while all the teething 
problems were ironed out. This led into a long period of steady 
operation and maintenance (daily as well as shutdowns) as 
the plant was relatively new and well maintained. As the 
plant has aged, the workload for all engineering disciplines 
has increased as equipment reaches its end of life.

The ongoing question has always been: Is Refining NZ a 
heavy engineering company that happens to own a refinery? 
or Is Refining NZ a Refinery that happens to own a heavy 
engineering company?

C O N T I N U O U S  I M P R O V E M E N T 
A N D  I N N O V A T I O N E N G I N E E R I N G
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GREG We uncovered the pipe and still saw a flow coming out, 
even with the valves shut. I got my hand in and felt a tear. We 
wacked in wooden wedges in the night to stop the flow, and 
then a whole crew of people performed miracles together. 

JULIAN YOUNG It was the most cohesive, competent and 
passionate team I’ve ever experienced. We’re looking at a peat 
bog that had received 80mm of rain in the last 24 hours, with 
124 cubic litres of kerosene on top, ten metres from a drain 
that fed a sacred river, with Matuku nesting further up. Derek, 
Steve Tyson and Riaan got down there in that fast moving 
stream and blocked it up. As an engineer I can’t fathom how 
they did that, but Derek’s oil spill training kicked in big time.

DEREK HEIWARI If it hadn’t been for Riaan’s immediate reaction 
to put in the first weir, the whole thing could have been a 
lot worse. It wasn’t his job, but Spud had the Culham’s guys 
join our staff to fill a thousand sandbags before sundown.

RIAAN ELLIOT Before you knew it we had toilets, food and an 
eating area all set up. As a team we were used to pulling 
together for common causes – and this one really showed 
what we were capable of.

SJOERD POST We’d invested in equipment and training in case 
there were floods on site, where we didn’t want hydrocarbons 
to flow into the sea. We deployed that gear rapidly.

JULIAN All the water from the site was taken to the Refinery for 
purification. We’re talking 7000 truck movements for which we 
had to build a road.

PETER GUBB Early on it was clear to me that in generations to 
come, the way we responded to this moment would dictate 
how we were going to be remembered. This was our legacy. 
Once we had assured people’s safety, on the top of our incident 
board on site we wrote “The Environment.” 

SJOERD Right at the start we took our kaumatua and mana 
whenua kaumatua to the site and made a pledge that we 
would restore the land.

JOE AKARI The human dimension to the story isn’t always 
told. I had to convince a couple fifty metres from the breach 
to evacuate, which meant helping them find the cat and 
the house cow as night was falling. They ended up staying 
away for three months. We went the extra mile with the 
locals, and the vibe with them was great. I distributed 
some goodies to them at the end, and we got a lot back in 
return – a piece of wild pork lives long in my memory. 

JULIAN On Day 3 we went out to see a neighbour complaining 
about the smell. Damian and I were in our overalls, and 
we start pulling out our gadgets and wands to test for 
benzenes and so on, looking for all the world like the 
Ghostbusters. We took it deadly seriously, and this guy got 
reassured, and ended up advocating for us on Facebook.

RIAAN If you stand in that paddock today, you’d never know 
that anything had happened. After other similar incidents 
around the world, they’re still remediating 15 years later. 
The regulator told us they were happy with a certain 
amount of residual hydrocarbons – but our own standard 
was to leave utterly no trace. The loss adjustor on the case 
actually wrote us a formal letter, praising the response.

SJOERD I’m proud of how the team worked at two 
levels. Quite literally jumping in boots and all to save 
the environment, but also getting things flowing again 
in two weeks to keep the country moving. That’s an 
unheard-of level of commitment and capability.

On 14 September 2017, Refining NZ became 
headline news in New Zealand. The Refinery 
to Auckland Pipeline suffered a catastrophic 
failure. The presumed cause was damage by 
a digger searching for kauri logs some three 
years earlier, scratching the surface, which had 
gradually deteriorated the pipe. An environmental 
catastrophe was possible, but the response 
from the team has led many to conclude that 
this was in fact the Refinery’s finest hour.

This was a moment of time in our history 
where our people were committed fully to the 
Refinery, the environment, looking after our 
neighbours, and getting the pipeline fixed as 
quickly as possible, so that New Zealanders had 
the fuel to go about their everyday business. 
10 very intensive days where the pride and 
commitment of our people shone through!

GREG BRACEY I’d just finished a pipeline observation flight 
when I got a call saying we’d lost pressure in the pipe. Twenty 
years of training kicks in: “Is it real? Have you closed the 
emergency valve? Can you zero in on the section where the 
leak could be?” We followed the line north in the chopper, and 
the Control boys said they’d figured it had to be north of the 
Brynderwyns. We found a divot in the ground soon afterwards, 
and landed to check it out. The most likely issue is a pinhole 
leak, but the signs around the site didn’t point to that.

DAMIAN SOUTHORN What he means is that we were standing 
shin deep in jet fuel. We started making calls, getting Ops  
to depressurise and telling key people to get their arses  
down here.

R A P  L E A K

“It was the most 
cohesive, competent 

and passionate 
team I’ve ever 
experienced.”
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NAPO HENARE I supported Sjoerd, but in turn I needed people to 
support me. And so Awhina was formed. The first thing I did 
was go and buy a guitar!

SARAH CLARKE I supported Awhina because I knew it would be 
uplifting for the young fellas. I was at the end of my time at  
the Refinery, so I was never afraid to insist that things be  
done properly.

CORY ABRAHAM Yep, Whaea Sarah held us accountable to 
tikanga. To be able to connect with and share our culture was 
massive for us.

NAPO We’d put Cory out front to speak – to get the wiriwiri out 
of it – and give him the opportunity to grow in his Māoritanga.

CORY Without Awhina, I never would have had the confidence 
to lead E Tu Tangata, our safety initiative.

DAMIAN MURRAY It was clear that leaders like Sjoerd and Gubby 
wanted to go beyond the minimum. Sjoerd even took Te Reo 
lessons from Paraire’s brother.

NAPO That reverberated around the district. When he left, 
he was presented with a tokotoko, a chiefly taonga, which 
indicated the respect that had been built.

KIM PHELAN We were building a Refinery kaupapa for 
establishing relationships with other organisations and mana 
whenua. It was seen as a really important role, and we got to 
express ourselves fully.

DAMIAN We got to bring others into something that was bigger 
than all of us.

SARAH The wairua was very strong. We were working in the 
shelter of Manaia, and I would mihi that maunga every day,  
so as to not take this blessing for granted.

When Sjoerd Post became CEO in 2013 he 
recognised the need to engage properly with 
mana whenua. As a Dutchman, he felt he needed 
support, and engaged the assistance of the 
Refinery’s kaumatua, Napo Henare. Napo in turn 
wanted to build a cultural support network, whose 
operations eventually became a key part of Refinery 
tikanga. Napo enlisted the support of Damian 
Murray, Cory Abraham and Sarah Clarke who 
became Refining NZ’s Kuia. Together they built 
the Awhina group, who have over the years helped 
coach and assist Refining NZ’s management 
with mana whenua and act as cultural advisors.

NAPO HENARE
Refining NZ’s Kaumatua, Napo Henare has supported and 
guided our CEO’s and people over the years, in addition he 
is also one of the businesses longest serving contractors.

A W H I N A

“I was never 
afraid to insist 
that things be 

done properly.”
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SJOERD POST I came to New Zealand for a clean green dream, 
and I was adamant that we had to go beyond just compliance 
when it comes to the environment. If you want to go fishing on 
the weekend, you can’t mess things up on the other five days. 

SUE DYKE We’d literally get stuck in – we’d go out on the 
boat to do tree planting, not just support Bream Head 
and Project Crimson. We built boardwalks, stairs and 
retaining walls along with planting to protect the dunes. 

GRAHAM DENNIE We’d vote on causes to support, based on 
groups we had real relationships with and could get involved 
with. If there are people in desperate need, we felt a duty  
to help.

DENISE JENSEN On open days, you’d see the Refinery as a hub 
of the community, and parents were so proud to show their 
kids where mum and dad worked. We’d have this huge queue 
of volunteers to lead the public on tours around the site.

SUE We were swamped because of our people’s pride in the 
place. I even remember during one Telethon in the ‘80s, the 
CEO’s wife getting personally involved. Gerda was drop-dead 
gorgeous, and she went down to the pub and offered to kiss 
any old digger’s cheek for twenty bucks. I can’t remember 
another initiative that made so much money so fast!

STEVE TYSON Literally everyone in the community knows 
someone who works at the Refinery. So you want to be able 
to hold your head high – and that includes looking after 
the beaches, waters and marine life that the community 
cares so deeply about. You can see today how much the 
dunes have built up either side of the designated path.

GREG BRACEY Onsite, we work together with a common 
goal, and that just seamlessly transfers to other things. 
Like when we heard one Friday after lunch that a 
hundred pilot whales had stranded. The environment and 
management teams laid down a challenge to respond. 
Before you knew it, 40-50 people are down there, overalls 
rolled up, and we saved a third of them. We’ve got the 
scale to make a difference, and there’s a responsibility 
that comes with that – especially on our own patch.

STUART FRAZER From 2001 fuel standards and carbon pricing 
were on the policy agenda. We wanted to be part of a cleaner 
future, but had the risk hanging over us of massive carbon 
liabilities ending up on our balance sheet at the stroke of 
a pen. There was a major stoush for Jerome Kerrigan to 
manage with customers regarding whether they or we 
would be liable for any carbon tax. Dennis Martin and I 
negotiated a deal whereby we’d invest $180m in what we 
called ‘future fuels’ production in exchange for refinery 
emissions being exempt from the carbon tax (later the ETS). 
The result was vastly cleaner fuel for the country, and a 
big boost to our relationship with Government as partners 
in making positive change happen. I’ll always be grateful 
for Ian Farrant’s leadership as chairman at that time.

MIKE GOWING What I’m proud of is that with each year 
that passed, the place got cleaner and cleaner. You can 
swim and fish in the water right off the refinery.

C O M M U N I T Y  A N D  
E N V I R O N M E N T

As one of the principal economic engines in 
Northland, located in one of the most beautiful 
places in the world, those working at the 
Refinery felt a huge obligation to give back 
to the community and to preserve what was 
precious. Over decades, management and 
leaders supported this drive to be an exemplary 
corporate citizen. For many of our team, this 
is their community too, so we have a strong 
personal commitment to preserving and 
protecting the natural environment around us.

“There’s a responsibility that comes with 
that – especially on our own patch.”
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VIDA DONAIRE The Refinery helped my immigration process from 
the Philippines. It went so smoothly I was worried it was some 
sort of scam! I’ve been rolling out new IT systems for health 
and safety audits, and I’ve not encountered such openness to 
change before. It’s a really diverse environment, and curiosity 
and constant improvement are such deep parts of the culture. 

JACK ARIEL As an Argentinian with broken English I was fully 
embraced as part of the team. The bonds were truly unique. 
When I left the team performed a haka for me; I cried for days 
after that.

DAMIAN MURRAY This was a place where you got to be Māori, 
and you saw that Te Ao Māori had a huge positive influence, 
like with the work that Cory and Jared did on safety.

ANNA GRAY The place of women here also just got better and 
better over time, because there was so much continuity. For 
example, Natalie mentored Jane, and Jane mentored me.

NATALIE NEWSON The company really made that possible. 
Whether it was maternity leave, or leadership courses, it was 
always: “How can we make this work for you?” When I stood 
my ground and said something needed to be installed, a  
group of grumpy old men respected it, because they  
respected expertise.

ANNA The key for me was to ask questions. This place is all 
about continuous improvement, so people get excited by  
good questions. 

LISA JULIAN When Elyse Bedford and I wanted to do some 
work with schools to get more young women into STEM, 
the company didn’t just tolerate it, they got right behind 
it and asked how they could make it a bigger initiative. 

DEREK HEIWARI My daughter Thalia got a Refinery STEM 
scholarship at Bream Bay College. With that support  
backing her, she’s now going into her Honours year in 
Biomedical science.

JANE THOMSON There’s been a lot of work done on 
values, and having women on site helped to embed 
them. The only unresolved issue was that we got 
every guy’s favourite toilet, since it was slightly 
higher. They kept using it – we could always tell.

PETER GUBB I remember one of my last meetings was 
about optimising Refinery performance. I looked 
around the room and it just happened that everyone 
else there was female – purely because they were the 
right experts to have in the room. It really hit me that 
the culture of “one team” had gone to another level.

RUELLA SINGH-FERREIRA That “one team” culture at 
RNZ extended to contractors. All of those male-
dominated firms ended up more accepting of women 
and of putting Te Ao Māori into practice, so there was 
an important spillover benefit to the wider business 
community. That’s a real lasting legacy for RNZ.

The Refinery has always prided itself on ensuring 
it had a diverse work force, and worked hard to 
build a strong, supportive and inclusive work 
culture, where staff are able to share values, 
feel recognised and rewarded, and are given the 
opportunities to develop to their full potential. 
Although parts of the operation remained largely a 
man’s world, the Refinery also increasingly became 
a centre of excellence for women in Engineering.

D I V E R S I T Y

“The bonds were 
truly unique.”
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LOUISE DERAGON I’m a third generationer – Grandad came 
out from England in the 1960s to work here, Dad was here 
for 35 years, I had two uncles and Aunty Denise here, plus 
three out of four siblings and a brother-in-law! I remember 
Dad having the power to shut the plant down, or deciding 
if it was a false alarm, and I’m picturing this mystical 
control room where he had the sacred key…Even as a kid 
you were aware that this place kept the country moving.

DEMCEY HUTCHINS My grandad, father, mother and 
brother worked here. So when I think in my role about 
keeping people here safe, it’s really personal.

LINDSAY FAITHFUL (MCKAY) I’ve got a photo of Dad on the 
original site in 1962. It’s just sand, with Manaia in the 
background. The sparky didn’t show up for Jack Guy, who 
was building the construction office. Dad grabbed some 
cable to help out, and we have never been off the site 
since, as a contractor to the Refinery and as a family.

ROB KIRWAN (CULHAM) I guess my story is similar. Dad was one 
of the first pressure welders in Northland, and started work 
at the Refinery in ’64 and then Culham’s have never left since. 
He’d say that no jobs around the country could phase us, since 
we’d been at the big dance back home in Northland. I started 
here in ’81 as an apprentice. I’d sweep the floor, make tea, and 
learn to weld in my lunch hour. The Refinery became part of 
my family. You socialised with the others there – who else is 
available to de-stress at 8am after a night shift? – and were 
always proud to say you worked there, with those great people. 

SIMON KNOX When times got tough, the company was there 
for you and gave you the space or flexibility you needed. 
So when the situation demands it, you’re always ready to 
put in the extra mile for the company and for your mates.

SUE DYKE Like when people fell ill, the company was 
always good at giving them the time to recover, and 
there’d be people who went and mowed their lawns, 
looked after the kids, whatever it takes. It creates this 
really special sense that we’re one big family.

BRUCE LUDGATE Dad always said the Refinery 
was a great place to work. I trained as a medical 
radiographer, but got offered a job during the 
expansion. I ended up having to X-ray Dad’s welds!

JOANNE LUDGATE Some of my first memories were 
Christmases at the company baches. We’d watch the 
tugs through binoculars, and you could play games 
at night or go fishing in the light of the flare.

KAYE LUDGATE I remember we got to ride on one 
of those tugs at an end of year party!

NAPO HENARE For me the Refinery will always 
exemplify: He tangata, he tangata, he tangata.

The Refinery was one big family. Staff and 
contractors worked for each other and looked after 
each other - they had each other’s backs! More so 
than most workplaces, though, the Refinery was 
also a place of family and whānau in a very literal 
sense: people met their partners there, brought 
their children there for social events, and followed 
in the footsteps of parents and grandparents who 
had worked there. Operations were especially 
close-nit due to the nature of shift work. Christmas 
days were always a special as often you were 
at work rather than at home. The working shift 
would organise a large cook up, with everyone 
contributing to make the day memorable.

F A M I LY

“Even as a kid you 
were always aware 
that this place kept 

the country moving.”
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DARRYL TRIGG Without a doubt, having a corporate citizen 
on your doorstep like the Refinery was a game changer. 
They helped us get set up, provided gear, and access to 
training facilities that were the envy of every other brigade 
in the country. We respected them so much that we got 
permission for the Refinery’s Brigade to respond outside 
their fence. We needed to deliver ten minute response 
times, and that needed the Refinery team to step up, 
which they most certainly did. They earned the same 
badges and honours as those in the Fire Services. 

DAMIAN SOUTHORN The capability became really widespread 
in the company. One time the Refinery decided to catch fire 
in the middle of a massive deluge. Our core first responder 
teams couldn’t get back in time from rescuing members 
of the community from the flooding, so Gubby had to 
rearrange shifts to so that the local teams could sort it out.

AYNSLEY SOUTHON I was actually part of both the Ruakaka 
Brigade and the RNZ Brigade. A couple of times I handed 
over to myself! – one brigade to the other – like the 
time the mowerman set the refinery grass on fire…

DARRYL We certainly stood together, shoulder to shoulder, and 
that included tackling the Sky Tower Challenge together.

JEAN MAUNDER The event totally plays mind games  
with you. Nothing prepares you for that concrete tower. 
We’d rib each other, but we knew how to work as a team 
– who were the sprinters and who were the workhorses.

GRANT MCCULLUM Some of us were on the same shift 
together, so we were tight. We saw it as a fitness 
challenge, going up and down those reactors in our BA.

AYNSLEY That first year we were fundraising for leukaemia, 
and it had become a personal cause. We’d done all we 
could on the fundraising side, but little did we know that 
Ken had given Gubby license to outbid all comers to make 
sure we were the top donor. Gubby had Sue Dyke sitting 
on the computer at home watching the donations, to put 
in a last minute donation so that we won! Having the 
company back you like that was the biggest reward.

DARREN SAWFORD (KIWI) They backed us in other ways, too. 
We had t-shirts, accommodation for us and our families at 
the Sky Tower, the best BAs, visors and named helmets. We 
were the equal in professionalism of any crew there. We had 
the brass come out to celebrate with us, and we planned 
to have a big night, but we were exhausted by 10pm!

The Refinery’s fire brigade had at its core a number of professional fire 
fighters who were supported by staff volunteers along with Operations. 
Every operator was trained as a front line fire fighter able to immediately 
respond to an emergency. We also had a number of staff from throughout 
the organisation who became volunteers to assist whenever the fire siren 
sounded. They were backed up and supported by the professional shift fire 
crews. Regular live fire training days on the fire ground ensured that staff  
had the skills to respond to any hydrocarbon fire. 

The only way for the Refinery’s professional fire fighters to gain wider 
experience was to respond to local fire emergencies outside the gate. So, 
a relationship was built with the Ruakaka Brigade. We become Marsden 
22 within the NZ Fire Service. After a few years the refinery’s brigade was 
responding to as many local callouts as the Ruakaka brigade, due to its 
location and response times.

A legacy of the partnership between Ruakaka and Marsden 22 brigades was 
a long-term involvement in the Fire Stair Challenge which raises funds for 
Leukaemia & Blood Cancer New Zealand. Both brigades have had numerous 
members compete, some finishing in the top 3 of their age group.

F I R E  B R I G A D E  A N D  
F I R E F I G H T E R  S K Y  T O W E R 

C H A L L E N G E 

“We certainly stood 
together, shoulder 

to shoulder.”
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LINDSAY FAITHFUL (MCKAY) John Graham was a massive presence 
in all respects. As the Engineering Manager when the 
expansion kicked off, he said he wanted contractors who would 
see this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He found out I 
was an Electrical Engineering graduate, and created a summer 
job for me. Down the line I worked on an important electrical 
conversion and over the years I learned an unbelievable 
amount from local and international experts who worked at 
the Refinery. I was a local boy in town, sitting on this crucial 
knowledge, to the point where I can now contribute to the 
thinking around how the new terminal service should be set up.

ROB KIRWAN (CULHAM) John would have the contractor leaders 
in the tent as key lieutenants. Everybody knew the rule and 
could count on the others. The rule was: if you said you’d do 
something, it got done. We wrapped a piece of condemned 
equipment, and the team had to work 24/7 to meet the 
deadline. You ate and sh*t up there. We did what was needed.

LINDSAY After the fire in ’83 we put every person in the 
company to work at the Refinery, and placed all other customer 
jobs on hold for three weeks while we helped get the country 
moving again.

NAPO HENARE You got mana from doing the big jobs – like 
carting 30,000 cubes of sand to build tracks for drilling,  
or drainage for the whole tank farm.

PETER GUBB You’d find that these guys had more detailed  
knowledge of what was in the ground than could be  
found on the best drawings. 

STEVE GRYLLS If I had to single out one thing I was most proud 
of, it’d be that a young apprentice, maybe even a contractor, 
could come off the tools and be given the most amazing 
opportunities here.

GUBBY We’d find that the best contractors had the expertise 
and work ethic to be great Operators. It almost became an 
issue with the likes of Culhams!

SPUD ROUGHTON My son was one of ‘em. I brought him out here 
at 15 ‘cause he needed sorting out. He ended up an Operator.

JARED HEMARA I started as a tank cleaner with MPCL [Marsden 
Point Contractors Ltd]. Tank 27 was my home. I honestly would 
struggle to describe what we were shovelling. If you touched 
it then it would spread everywhere and never come off. But 
the sense of brotherhood was such that you wanted to come 
to work and shovel sh*t. Shared kai in the lunch room gave it 
a marae feel, and the owner’s son and daughter were right in 
there with us. You worked for each other, and took pride in the 
job. If anyone walked past after we were done, they could tell 
just by looking at it that MPCL had worked on it.

BILL STRETTON (CRL) We did a catalyst turnaround in less 
than nine days, which was unprecedented in the Shell 
system. We were painting key materials on the back of 
trucks as they were being delivered to the Refinery, and 
peeing in bottles at the bottom of reactors. We built a 
reputation for being able to tackle the most impossible 
jobs in the world – if we got called in, you knew it had 
to be at altitude, in the desert or in the snow!

STEVE There’s banter between the contractors, but when 
you’re on the tools we’re all one. We’d have a thousand 
people banding together on the job, like a family. You’d 
crash at each other’s places, you were too damn tired 
to go home. Me and Spud had the most arguments, but 
we’re best mates. I respected his passion so much.

SPUD Gubby would drive that passion. He told us that people 
were saying we couldn’t do it on time. Plus he gave a dozen 
beers for every column finished before deadline.

GUBBY Spud was seven dozen ahead by the end…

SPUD Nah, but seriously, this place has kept Whangarei going.  
I wouldn’t have half of what I have in life without this place,  
so that’s where the passion comes from.

As it grew, the Refinery increasingly looked to local companies, who were 
committed for the sake of the region and the country. Often the Refinery 
was an anchor client for companies who would grow to become national 
champions. Driving around Northland, encountering Culham Drive and 
McKay Stadium, you can get a feel for the footprint these contracting 
organisations have. They always gave 100%, and having expertise on its 
doorstep (rather than 24 hours away by plane) was an unsung key to the 
Refinery’s success. The Refinery gave a number of companies their first “big” 
job in the oil industry which enable them to grow from. Contract Resources 
for example has become an international industrial services company. 
Nortel (now known as Stork) was another specialist company the Refinery 
helped create. They provided specialist non destructive testing services.

C O N T R A C T O R S
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JULIAN DUFF Shutdowns are maybe the biggest challenge 
you can face. I got offered the job of managing one while I 
was on the beach in Tauranga. It ruined the whole holiday 
– the whole time I was wondering if I could do it.

CAMERON MCFARLANE I’d been a project engineer on F251,  
then five years later I had to shut it down. It took a totally 
different mindset.

SONNY HAU I remember we’d never drained that unit. We had 
to draft whole new procedures in a short space of time.

PETER GUBB You can see early on who might have what it  
takes to run the show one day. It could even be a contractor, 
like Mike was.

MIKE WRIGHT It tests your resilience for sure. We did a 
column shutdown of such a magnitude that people came 
from around the world to observe. 52 projects, 2000 
work orders, 1000 people at peak and 400,000 man 
hours to get it done. The only way you can pull it off is 
with the pretty special buy-in we get from contractors.

WARREN WERE At one point we had 100 quality people on 
site, and the largest crane in New Zealand. That 600 tonne 
beast had a 300mm clearance behind it. That’s a lot of risk 
to manage. We had to visualise the lift over and over before 
executing it.

JOHN HAMILTON That reminds me of when we upgraded the  
C Block reactor internals. Dave Cunningham, myself and 
CRs made a mock-up in the fab yard and practiced for a 
week to get the sequencing perfect. We completed in 14 days 
what the overseas experts said would take 40. You’re doing 
100 hour weeks, and when you came out of that thing, the 
only white thing on you is your teeth. My wife hated having 
to wash all the sheets every time I came home to sleep.

KERRY MACDONALD What keeps you sane during those times is 
faith in the calibre of the people. Sometimes the little things 
give you the biggest boost, like when you hand over to night 
shift and come back the next day to find way more progress 
than you’d imagined.

GUBBY The secret sauce was fully integrated teams of those 
high calibre people. From budgeting and planning through to 
execution, all the disciplines are together in the same room, no 
silos. Then, when you face challenges, everyone understands 
what’s needed and can work together to resolve it.

DEMCEY HUTCHINS Or when Operators come out to help with the 
de-spading, ‘cause it just needs to be done.

BRETT PICKFORD Like one guy will say, “I can save you a week if I 
get that vessel tonight.” Everyone just mucks in. It’s so intense 
that you almost come to hate your day off, and feel flat when 
it’s over.

WARREN We lived for shutdowns. It was the trigger to get into 
magic mode. Everyone was on top of their game, there was no 
challenge we couldn’t bowl over.

As the refinery was a 24/7 continuous operation, it had to be shut down 
to do critical maintenance and statutory inspection work. At those times 
catalyst packages were often replaced, along with internal cleaning and 
repairs of equipment as required. They were a whole of organisation 
effort. Planning for a shutdown would start a year or more out from the 
event with a small team and grow from there. For everyone involved in 
planning and executing a shutdown it became an all-consuming thing 
until it was completed and the plant was back up and running on grade.

Inhouse engineering staff were assisted by local and overseas contractors 
brought in to provide the extra skills required. This expanded workforce 
(up to 1000 people at times) required housing, messing, washing facilities, 
along with equipment and site entry requirements. Refinery staff stepped up, 
managing the challenges that a sudden growth in the workforce brought.

Planning and scheduling the shutdown activities was critical to the 
overall success. Creating an integrated schedule that listed every task 
and discipline associated with every job ensured that everyone knew what 
they were doing. This grew into an integrated plan with a timeline which 
the Commercial Department would use to liaise with the oil companies to 
ensure the country would have enough finished product stocks available. 
Any overruns in shutdown activities or start up delays caused major 
commercial issues and a lot of difficulty for Engineering and Operations. 
“The Schedule” became a deeply studied document as success or 
failure was measured by it. It was the cause of much stress at times!

Every day a plant is shut down is a day where it is losing money. 
We made a name for ourselves as the best and fastest in the 
business globally at getting the Refinery up and running. 

S H U T D O W N S

“The secret sauce 
was fully integrated 
teams of those high 

calibre people.”
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The Social Club has been in existence since the 
opening of the Refinery in 1964 and originally was 
a small scale affair in a building in Finlayson St. 
With the Refinery expansion in 1983 and a huge 
increase in staff numbers, the committee felt 
that a new improved facility was required. Much 
time and effort by the committee and members 
resulted in the purchase of the property in Dyer 
St. After many years of fantastic events, it was 
decided in 2001 to sell the Dyer St clubrooms, 
investing the money, with the committee putting 
on subsidised events throughout the year.

Many great and memorable Social Club events 
have been experienced by all members over  
the years! 

ARRAN BEASLEY In the old days we’d collect up non-ferrous 
metals – bronze and brass – in a bin and send it to the 
scrappers. That’d take care of our Christmas refreshments, 
add in a bit of kaimoana from our days off, and sleep off the 
party in the baches if we could. 

ALAN BARDET True, in those days it was acceptable to come back 
from a break with half a dozen kahawai hanging from your belt.

JOE LEWIS Then in the ‘80s so many Poms came out here 
that we could have a full NZ versus England test match, 
playing Control Room cricket with a paper and sticky tape 
ball! They were used to a more vibrant social life in the 
UK, and became the driving force for the Social Club.

BRIAN OAKES A few of us got on the social committee, and put 
the fees up from 20 cents to a dollar a week, and the company 
matched it dollar for dollar. We built up funds and wanted 
to buy one of the company’s old dorms in Dyer Street, but 
it had already been sold. John Graham was a Yorkshireman 
used to getting his way, and he was sympathetic to our 
cause, and he said he’d sort it out. He swapped the one 
we wanted with another one, then had it re-piled for us.

BRIAN We benefitted a lot from all the gear and expertise 
that flooded onto the site for the expansion. We had a 
beautiful bar which we named after John, a garden area 
with barbeque and – seriously – a waterfall, we had shower 
blocks and a bistro set up. A big deal was sporting facilities: 
our tennis and basketball courts with lights, and a football 
field. That sporting-focus helped us get a license.

DAVE CUNNINGHAM At the time there weren’t many accessible 
venues available, especially for shift-workers, so the Social 
Club was a big deal. We had bands, tournaments, pool 
competitions, and it really brought us all together.

TUK EDMONDS As we grew up and became family men, 
it became more family-oriented. It tamed us wild 
men, and our kids played together. My kids are in 
their 20s now, and they still talk about the Christmas 
parties – the wettest one ever being the best. 

PETER GUBB Over time there were more places for people 
to go in the Whangarei area, and opening hours were 
more liberal. Having our own Social Club became less 
sensible, especially as we wanted to encourage good 
drink-driving behaviour. When the club was sold, we 
had significant funds available to cover activities for the 
Refinery community. One time we booked 1000 seats for 
staff, contractors, friends and family to watch a Northland 
rugby game – that was a really memorable day.

S O C I A L  L I F E  A N D  
T H E  S O C I A L  C L U B

“We had bands, 
tournaments, pool 
competitions, and 

it really brought 
us all together.”
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GRAHAM DENNIE Some of the best times were when we had 
cricket teams loosely based on departments, playing in the 
evenings and ending in a barbeque. That brought back the old 
Social Club feeling.

BRETT PICKFORD We had a pretty competitive indoor cricket 
team – Northland champs at one stage. It made some of the 
premier opposition pretty salty, given we put up mixed teams 
with an emphasis on enjoying ourselves. I guess we did well 
because we played for each other, just like we worked for each 
other on site.

GRAHAM Later on we sponsored Northland Cricket, and got 
to use Cobham Oval each year. We put together a Super 6 
tournament with contractor teams, all of us paying a fee which 
would benefit local cricket. What sticks with me is just how 
easy it was to find people willing to play us and share in that 
community spirit. It was the same with football, when we’d 
play against Council and the Health Board. 

KEN RIVERS I recall a bunch of old timers from the UK helped us 
with the Northland second division football one year.

ARRAN BEASLEY We kept fit for the job. I remember a bet 
between Fred Florian and Sean about who could get to the  
top of the stack the fastest. Fred won, but he kept at it after 
that, working to better his time. He became a key part of our 
cycle relays.

PETER GUBB If I recall, you had the fastest leg around  
Lake Taupō, Arran.

ARRAN The company spoilt us rotten – covered our 
accommodation and everything. 

DEMCEY HUTCHINS Our annual league game between staff  
and subbies called the Milo Cup was the stuff of legends. 
Hardest game you’ll ever play against those scaffolders.  
We had some big strong boys on both sides, and usually 
something would snap.

PETER SMIT The other thing that stands out for me was the 
diversity of who would come out to play. We had a year-long 
golfing league which we called Hungry Jack’s, where each of 
the 12 participants represented a different country. That’s a 
pretty special memory.

Sport has always played a significant part in the 
Refinery’s history. Golf, cricket, rugby, league, 
soccer and many other sports were enjoyed. 
Staff were always keen to get a team together 
and enter local social competitions, support 
events that raised funds for local communities 
or have inter-department competitions. 
Winners cups always had fun names. The 
most longstanding competition was the annual 
golf tournament for the Yetty Cup. This cup 
was given its name from the way one of the 
Dutch GM’s wives would pronounce “Jetty”. 

The Refinery was always blessed with some 
exceptional sportsmen and sportswomen, but the 
real value of sporting occasions was in bringing 
people together. Sponsoring local leagues and 
venues was also a great way for the Refinery 
to mix with and support the community.

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  
O F  S P O R T

“What sticks with 
me is just how easy 

it was to find people 
willing to play.”
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1956
NZ Government investigates 
the viability of an oil refinery.

2000
New pumping station built at 

Wellsford to support increased 
capacity of RAP pipeline.

2012
Shareholders approve 
$365 million project 

to build a Continuous 
Catalyst Regeneration 

platformer (CCR) to 
replaces the existing 
Semi Regeneration 

Platformer. The Project 
is named The New 

Venture – Te Mahi Hou.

2017
RAP capacity project has 
increased supply into 
Auckland by more than 10%.

1973
World suffers first 

oil shock, with price 
increase from USD3 
to USD20 per barrel.

1962
Building begins on original 
Marsden Point Oil Refinery.

2009
Point Forward Project 

commissioned, increasing the 
Refinery’s overall production 

capacity by around 15 per cent.

1969
Progressive expansion 
is proposed but put on 
hold by Government.

1987
Petroleum Sector Reform 
Act is introduced, leading 

to deregulation.

1979
Political unrest in Iran 

triggers second oil shock, 
with price increase from 

USD13 to USD32.

Expansion of Marsden 
Point refinery approved.

2015
The Te Mahi Hou project is completed. 
Lifting petrol making capacity by 2M 
barrels, EII decreased CO2 emissions 
by around 120,000 tonnes per annum.

1961
New Zealand Refining 
Company Limited is 

formed.

1964
Marsden Point refinery 
officially opened and 
first fuel produced. 1982

Wiri terminal and RAP 
(Refinery to Auckland 

Pipeline) added to 
expansion project. 

Contract for expansion 
finally signed.

2005
Future Fuels Project 

commissioned to allow for 
production of ‘clean’ fuels.

2011
Board agrees $23 

million for a Front End 
Engineering Design 

(FEED) report, looking 
at the opportunity to 
grow NZRC’s share 

of the domestic 
petroleum market.

2019
Sulphur plant completed. 
Solidifies molten sulphur 
into pellets for the 
agri-nutrients sector. 

2022
Refinery closes and converts 
to a storage and import 
terminal as a new business 
- Channel Infrastructure.1980

International 
loans raised 

for expansion 
project.

1988
Newly structured deregulated 
environment comes into being. 
Negotiation begins with global 
oil companies and processing 

agreements finalised.

1999
Establishment of the 

Independent Petroleum 
Laboratory Ltd on site 

at Marsden Point. 2017
RAP leak.

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030

1986
Expansion 
completed 
at a cost of 

NZ$1.84 billion.

1985
Refinery 

successfully 
completes a 

five-month shut 
down to make 

the tie-ins to the 
expansion.

170 kilometre 
long pipeline 

to Wiri is 
completed.
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As we reflect on the stories and memories that are captured in this book, 
what stands out the most for us is the pride that every single member of the 
Refining NZ team throughout the years, take in their part of our history, and in 
their contribution to the bigger picture. Pride in the contribution to Northland 
and to New Zealand; pride in the preservation of our environment; pride in 
pioneering new methods and processes; pride in showing that caring for each 
other can go hand-in-hand with high performance; and pride and in providing 
a springboard for countless engineers, electricians and tradespeople to take 
their skills to the country and indeed the world.

As we look to close this chapter at Marsden Point, and to open another, we 
would like to acknowledge the support of mana whenua, and of successive 
Governments in working to make this national asset a success. The 
contribution of our key customers – global oil majors who for years worked 
together as shareholders of the Refinery while competing in the market – 
was also incredible. Collectively these parties showed vision and faith as the 
Refinery charted a unique path and worked to serve all New Zealanders.

We would like to acknowledge everyone who has been part of the Refinery’s 
story over its 60 years. You have created an incredible legacy and have rightly 
earned the country’s gratitude many times over. We are proud to have played a 
small part in the Refinery’s final chapter, alongside all of you.

NAOMI JAMES – CEO & SIMON ALLEN – CHAIR
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