
CRUISING LAKE DUNSTAN 

 
 
 
Lake Dunstan, in Central Otago, perhaps is over-shadowed by nearby Lakes Wakatipu and  
Wanaka as a cruising venue for trailer yachts, but is well worth a visit. The lake enjoys one 
of the driest and warmest climates in the country, and conditions for sailing tend to be more 
benign than on Wakatipu and Wanaka. Dunstan is about 30 km long from the Clutha River 
inlet down to the Clyde Dam. It offers good open-water sailing on its Clutha Arm, a 
spectacular passage down the drowned Cromwell Gorge on the Dunstan Arm, and close 
links with the gold mining history of the area on the Kawarau Arm. Because of the many 
other activities possible in the district – for instance a visit to the DoC-maintained 
Bannockburn sluicings, a four-wheel drive trip over the Nevis Road, or a tour of local 
wineries – a few days on the lake readily can be made part of a longer and varied vacation.  
 
Dunstan has excellent highway links to Dunedin and Christchurch, and is just a short hop 
away from Wakatipu and Wanaka – so can be used as a “warm-up” for a visit to one of these 
more challenging lakes. With its origin as the last of the MWD-constructed hydro lakes, it is 
very well served with boat ramps, toilets, and other facilities, and Cromwell provides a good 
base for provisioning and other services. There is, perhaps, the resulting drawback that it is 
very popular with power boat enthusiasts and anglers, but in practice this doesn’t seem to 
spoil the experience for the yachtie, even at the height of the summer season. All the same, 
State Highway 8 runs along the eastern shore of Dunstan and Clutha Arms, so it is a little 
difficult to get away from the sound of road traffic. 
 

 
Dunstan Arm opposite Leaning Rock, about halfway down the Cromwell 
Gorge. The inlet is shallow and weedy, but gives reasonable shelter from 
both north and south, and also is sheltered from traffic noise by the rocky 
ridge. There are some good walks from here, too, and a pleasant beach 
on the other side of the peninsula. 

 
SOME BASIC INFORMATION 

Lake Dunstan is held back by the Clyde Dam, commissioned in 1993, and has a total area of 
25 km2. Because it was formed by drowning a river valley, it is nowhere deeper than the 
height of the dam, that is, up to 40 m deep, but falling to about 2-3 m deep at the inlets of the 
Clutha and Kawarau Rivers. Submerged rocks are marked by red diamonds in the Dunstan 
Arm, and a submerged hazard is marked at the junction of Kawarau and Clutha Arms. Along 
much of the shoreline, the bottom falls away steeply, but there are shallows and submerged 



river terraces particularly in the Clutha Arm, and sandbars are rapidly forming in the 
Kawarau Arm, so the depth-sounder should be on at all times. The Kawarau Arm is rapidly 
reverting to being a river rather than a lake, and a noticeable current, shifting channels, and 
bars now extend downstream from the Bannockburn Inlet.  
 
The prevailing winds generally are northerly down the lake, often switching to southerly up 
the lake in the afternoon and evening. The Clutha Arm is nice and open, with steady 
breezes, moderately predictable windshifts, and good sailing. Conditions can be particularly 
gusty in the gorge section of the Dunstan Arm, and very fluky in the Kawarau Arm where the 
river is 20 m below a terrace. Because of the current and sandbars, the Kawarau Arm is 
increasingly unsuitable for sailing, even downstream of Bannockburn Inlet, and nowadays 
passage upstream of Bannockburn Bridge best would be left to jetboats.  
 
Deadman’s Point Bridge, just north of Cromwell township, has a maximum clearance of 
around 9 metres under the eastern span, depending on lake level. Water level (0.1 metre 
increments) is marked on the two easternmost piers at water level. There is a jetty just 
downstream and McNulty Inlet has a jetty 1.5 km upstream, so dropping the mast before 
motoring through shouldn’t present too much of a problem. 
 
There are about a dozen boat ramps suitable for launching and recovering a Noelex 25, 
although none has a jetty alongside the ramp. Ease of use is a bit dependent on the wind, so 
it is as well to remember that the wind may shift 180° during the day. McNulty Inlet is 
perhaps the most sheltered (there are actually three ramps there!), and Lowburn Harbour 
and Bannockburn Inlet (turn left immediately over Bannockburn Bridge) also should present 
few problems. A possible concern is vehicle security while away overnight, and a check with 
the local police might be a good idea. Lowburn and Cromwell lake shore are well populated 
and Bannockburn Inlet is beside an access road to wineries; McNulty Inlet however is 
reputedly visited by “undesirables” and somewhat secluded – the yacht club area seems to 
be the best place for parking here.  
 

 
Bannockburn Inlet on a very tranquil evening. The boat ramp, picnic area 
and toilets are on the opposite shore, and there are several other spots 
for tie-ing back into shore. Thick mats of weed might present problems for 
anchoring, and there are extensive shallow areas in the Inlet. 

 
Cromwell has just about everything you need – supermarket, four petrol stations, hardware 
and electrical stores, and a pleasant shopping mall. Jake’s Honda on McNulty Road has a 
well-equipped workshop for 2-stroke/4-stroke motors and a very obliging owner.  



 
The water flowing into Lake Dunstan comes from Lakes Wakatipu, Wanaka and Hawea and 
a number of high country rivers such as the Shotover. In general, it is of high quality, 
although particularly in the Kawerau Arm it doesn’t always look it. All the same, with the 
increasing development around the lake shores and the number of boats on the lake, one 
might prefer to carry enough water for drinking and cooking. Many of the boat ramps around 
Dunstan have public toilets and running water – but you may need an adjustable wrench to 
turn on the taps. 
 
 
ANCHORAGES/MOORINGS 

Anchorages/moorings are scattered throughout Lake Dunstan; the more obvious ones are 
marked on the map, but other spots also are suitable for tie-ing back into the shore, 
depending on expected wind direction. In the Dunstan Arm, most of the incoming side 
valleys create a small inlet, although these are surprisingly difficult to see from lake level. 
Several of these provide excellent shelter, and others could do so under favourable wind 
conditions.  
 
The nuisance weed Lagorosiphon has become established at moderate depths throughout 
the lake, and can be a definite problem for finding good holding for an anchor. When leaving 
Dunstan, please make sure that all fragments of lagorosiphon have been removed from 
boat, trailer, anchor and other gear, so it isn’t spread to other lakes. 
 
Due to power generation requirements, lake level can vary by as much as 60 cm each day. 
For instance, generation commonly is cut back overnight, during the period of low power 
demand, and lake level rises by morning – which shouldn’t present too much of a problem if 
you’ve moored the night before. 
 
Kawarau Arm 

The best mooring in the Kawarau Arm is provided by Bannockburn Inlet, in which there are 
several different spots to tie back to the shore, depending on wind direction. This is a quiet 
spot – supposedly water-ski free – with a good boat ramp and toilets. Cromwell lakeshore 
provides shelter in a northerly but is overlooked by an increasing number of houses – but on 
the other hand is handy to the town’s facilities. There is a nice sheltered little bay about 1.5 
km south of Cromwell, on the west side. In fact, there are several little embayments between 
Bannockburn and Cromwell which provide shelter down below the river terrace. 
 
Dunstan Arm 

The shoreline of the Dunstan Arm is rather forbidding – rocky or cliffed along much of the 
southern/western side, and bouldery or right next to the road on the northern/eastern side. 
However, there are at least four inlets that provide good anchorages about mid-way along 
the Arm. The inlet at the entrance of Cairnmuir Creek (my informal name) opposite Leaning 
Rock is perhaps the best, providing safe mooring in all conditions, pleasant surroundings, 
and some separation from the road on the opposite shore. The inlets at Jackson Creek and 
Byford Creek also provide safe mooring, but less pleasant surroundings and more traffic 
noise. A little embayment about 300 m west of Leaning Rock, on the south shore just behind 
an old stone cottage, provides rather less shelter from wind, but there is plenty of scope for 
walks ashore and traffic noise is blanketed completely by an intervening rock ridge. 
 
Clutha Arm 

McNulty Inlet and Lowburn Harbour both provide good shelter in all conditions. There is also 
a sheltered inlet at Pisa Moorings, although rather close to the new subdivision. Shelter can 
be found on either the north or south side of Northburn Peninsula, depending on wind 
direction, southerly shelter can be found in the Bendigo area, and northerly shelter tied back 
under the willows in a small bay 1.5 km north of Park Burn. Other sheltered embayments 



also can be found on the eastern side of the Arm, but they are right next to State Highway 8. 
It should be noted that a number of potentially suitable moorings in the southern part of 
Clutha Arm are the sites of water ski access lanes. 
 

 
Clutha Arm, with the Clutha River in the distance. The mooring in the 
foreground is shallow and exposed to the south, but sheltered by willows 
from northerly winds. 

 
 
INFORMATION SOURCES 

The Information Office in the town mall is an excellent source of information about the 
district, especially about gold-mining history, 4WD possibilities, etc. Ask for their Exploration 
Guide to Cromwell and Lake Dunstan.  
 
Lake Dunstan is covered by 1:50,000 topographic maps G41, G42 and F41; however, there 
are a lot of inaccuracies with the lake shoreline and other features. These maps probably are 
not necessary for cruising, but would be handy if trips ashore are planned, for instance up to 
the Young Australian goldmine. 
 
Members of the Lake Dunstan Yacht and Dive Club (based at McNulty Inlet: postal address 
is P O Box 92, Cromwell) would be a good source of local knowledge, if they can be 
contacted. Cruising notes prepared in 1996 by Martin Balch and Forrester Davidson have 
been very helpful in guiding our own explorations. 
 



 


