
Lake Hawea 

Cruising notes by Paul Mosley 

Lake Hawea is a near neighbour of Lake Wanaka, and has a lot of similarities in 

terms of landscape and climate. However, it is more open, lying in a steep-sided 

glaciated valley, with few places that provide sheltered anchorage. Hawea has a 

reputation for unpredictable winds and unforgiving conditions when things turn 

rough, and is relatively little visited by yachts, in comparison with Wanaka. 

Nevertheless, it is well worth a visit, under the right weather conditions, if only 

because (according to Fish and Game Otago) it is widely regarded as the best 

freshwater sports fishery in the South Island. 

Looking north up the lake from the south 

end, near the holiday park. 

 

 

 

Hawea provides storage for power stations further down the Clutha River, and lake 

levels can vary by up to 8 metres. A control structure was commissioned in 1958 that 

raised lake level by 18 metres; a large area of valley flats were drowned, and the 

lake upstream of Little Hopwood Burn is only a few metres deep at normal summer 

levels, and may be inaccessible at lower levels. At normal levels, the lake is 35 km 

long, 124 sq km in area, and has a maximum depth of almost 400 metres. 

Access 

Hawea is best accessed from the south, via Wanaka. The road over Haast Pass and 

up the West Coast to Hokitika is rather rough for towing a Noelex 25, and the 

undulating and uneven surface in many places must put a lot of stress on the trailer 

and boat. Wanaka, of course, has all the services that one might require; Hawea has 

a store, hotel, vehicle servicing, petrol station. There is a very nice holiday park right 

next to the launching ramp that is a good place for an overnight stay if one arrives 

later in the day. 

The launching ramp at the south end of the lake is excellent – although so steep that 

getting the boat onto the trailer can be tricky – with plenty of space for rigging and 

parking. It is quite sheltered, and the jetty right next to the ramp simplifies launching 

and recovery. Launching also is possible off a gravel beach up at the Neck and 

another at Kidds Bush, but can hardly be recommended when there is an excellent 

ramp only a few kilometres away. 

 



Sailing Conditions 

During the summer, the prevailing winds are down the lake, although southerlies 

also are experienced. During the day, it tends to be calm until late morning, and then 

the wind strengthens until late afternoon before dying away again, for a calm night. 

Like the other high country lakes, a northerly wind can spring up very quickly and 

unpredictably, and create unpleasant sailing conditions in the open lake. The exact 

pattern of winds on the lake is influenced by the valley topography, particularly past 

Dingle Burn through to Rocky Point, 

and around Silver Island. The stronger 

winds set up a steep chop which is 

hard work to beat into. 

 

Approaching Rocky Point on the right, with 

the Peninsula in the middle distance and 

Silver Island just in front of it. 

 

There are few sheltered anchorages on Hawea. The area around the launching ramp 

is quite sheltered, with some gustiness. Shelter can be found in northerly conditions 

at the head of the western arm, at the Neck, and to a degree along the northern 

shore of this arm. It is surprisingly sheltered from strong northerly and westerly 

winds, considering that it is separated from Lake Wanaka and the Makarora valley 

only by a low saddle. The bays in behind Silver Island provide perhaps the best 

shelter from the north, and to a degree from the south (by the island itself). Our 

exploration in March 2019, at normal summer lake levels, revealed nowhere else 

that we regarded as acceptable shelter, even in the moderate conditions then 

prevailing, particularly bearing in mind that wind directions can change markedly 

during the day and night. At lower lake levels, the picture would be different, but as 

the shoreline would move further out into the lake, I expect that a boat would be 

even more exposed to wind and waves. 

Silver Island Bay provides shelter from the 

north, but a south wind blows straight into it. 

Silver Island (out of sight to the right) 

provides shelter from the south if one 

anchors in its lee. 

 

 

 



Hazards 

The District Council’s Boating Guide shows a number of hazards, not at all 

accurately in some cases. The greatest hazards are the drowned trees found at the 

mouth of several of the side streams in the northern lake, and the extensive area of 

drowned trees – former wind breaks – from Big Hopwood Burn north. At normal 

summer lake levels these trees mostly project above water, and one can find a path 

through them, but at higher levels they would be less easy to spot. As the water at 

normal summer level is only 2-3 metres deep upstream of Big Hopwood Burn, this 

part of the lake would become inaccessible at lower lake levels, regardless of the 

trees. 

Approaching the head of the lake, with the 

mountains of the Main Divide in the 

distance. 

 

 

 

 

Activities 

Fish and Game Otago describes Hawea as “a relatively easy lake to fish for anglers 

of all abilities”, notes that trolling is the most popular method, and that spinning 

provides the best catch rate. Local knowledge is obviously handy; we watched a 

couple of guys launch a boat from the beach in Silver Island Bay, motor across to the 

island, anchor and put out their lines, and within less than ten minutes catch what 

they wanted, motor back to the beach, retrieve the boat, and drive off. 

There are many opportunities for walking and tramping around Hawea. A particularly 

nice walk is from the anchorage at Silver Island Bay along the Turihuka Track, over 

the peninsula to the north of Silver Island. Sawyer Burn Track is accessed from the 

bay at Kidds Bush, and leads up to bushline and Sawyer Burn Hut. If one can reach 

the head of the lake, then it is possible to walk along the vehicle track up the Hunter 

Valley. The scenery doesn’t change much unless one walks a long way, but at least 

one can have the satisfaction of visiting a place that very few others manage to 

reach! However, most of the tramping and walking opportunities around Lake Hawea 

are best accessed by road rather than by lake – perhaps leave the boat on its trailer 

at the launching ramp, and take off for a few days to explore one or two of the tracks 

listed on the Destination Hawea pamphlet (further information is available from DoC 

Wanaka or the DoC website). 

 



Looking north towards the head of the lake 

from the track over the Peninsula. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further Information 

Useful information is provided by: 

Boating Guide: Lakes Wanaka & Hawea (Queenstown Lakes District Council) 

Lake Hawea (Fish & Game New Zealand, Otago Region) 

Hawea pamphlet and map (Destination Hawea; available at Lake Hawea Holiday 

Park and other businesses in Hawea) 



 


